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ALMOST A DECADE after the release of Ubisoft’s 
massively popular action-adventure game, the world 
of Assassins and Templars now comes to the big screen 
with Assassin’s Creed, directed by Justin Kurzel. With two 
protagonists separated by centuries of history yet linked 
by their DNA, the film represents a uniquely intricate 
filmmaking experience, necessitating the re-creation 
of a historically accurate fifteenth-century Spain and a 
technologically advanced present. 

Assassin's Creed: Into the Animus tells the full story 
behind the filmmaking journey, from the in-depth 
research into the horrors of the Spanish Inquisition to the 
intense shooting process in present-day Spain. Featuring 
the vivid concept art that helped bring the film to life, 
this deluxe volume also includes comprehensive imagery 
of the Assassins’ signature weapons, behind-the-scenes 
details on the creation of the Animus, and photography 
of the death-defying stunts that are a hallmark of the 
franchise. 

Also featuring exclusive interviews with Kurzel, the 
films’ incredible stunt and creative team, and key cast 
members— including Michael Fassbender and Marion 
Cotillard—Assassin’s Creed: Into the Animus captures 
the enthusiasm and vivid detail that Kurzel and his team 
brought to every stage of the film. 


Complete with removable artifacts such as parkour 


stunt schematics and Callum Lynch’s Animus Report, 


Assassin's Creed: Into the Animus is the ultimate companion 


to this historic movie event. 
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FOREWORD 


S MOVIE been an adventure. Until now, games have been 
game creators, and the filmmakers have not necessarily 
ame. So we knew that Ubisoft had to find the right partners to work with 
Sut ( ) atient 


re discussions with many actors and directors, but it was only when we 


M Fassbender star and producer—and then director Justin Kurzel—that we were 
I ve ( Id « ite something special. 
In the past, game adaptations have 


yeen seen only as action movies, and producers thought that they 
is good with action films. So the stunts and special effects migh 


t be great, 
on. When Justin v 


1 lack a hu 


1uman dimensi 


as brought on as director, I loved that he had 


s. When you do a Shakespearean adaptation, as he did with Macéeth, you are taking 
iccept that pressure. And it shows that you are able to take other mediums, like t 


1eater or 
into account and create a new entity that still reflects those ori 


rigins. 


ot afraid to go for something that is really gt dbreaking, to find a new way to 
s what is in the game. For example, the Animus—the device through which the hero experienc- 
he past—was simply a chair in the game. In the film, Justin created this huge mechanical arm that 
tached to the main character, Callum, and moves him through the air. Then images of his Assassin 
tor, Aguilar, are superimposed into tl 


he Animus cha! 


amber with stunning visual effects. These 


not synthetic images but layers of real images. | 


| istin | 


; ao 
have never seen anything like it before. Honestly, 
1 has made a film that is so much more than pure action. He has been able to express the human 
| 
, 


: : 
he whole Assassin’s Creed concept. 


| ] 1 c. 5. 5 ~] 
Michael Fassbender’s level of commitment has been extraordinary. 1 


his is a very important project 
and he has been a great believer. He played a Vital role in the story devel ypment. He wor ced 
ie game developers in order to understand the intention behind each element and how it could be 
ted into a story. And he is such a special actor. He likes to move between different contexts, different 
s, and he does it so well. With some actors, you know the minute you see them that they will win the 
Michael keeps everybody on their toes until the end. Even the other Assassins think he’s dangerous. 
We always knew that the concept of Assassin’s Creed went far beyond a great series of games. It 
S \ man story. It is about how the past impacts vho we are. It is about the concept of 
control. It is about seeing things as more than just black and white: the Templars are the 
S, \ssassins the good guys. But the Templars want a functioning society to keep people 
9 1e Assassins 1t to enforce the opposite. These are big themes 
s also spectacle. The film has enormous battles and shows all the moves of the game 
ing uildin gtoa er, running sideways along walls, and leaping 
C ¢ oS 4 new game, people know that it has 
W his first Ubisoft movie, we can say the same 
° d of, s ey ynd pure entertainment 
24 s to come 
Gérard G mot 
CEO Ubisoft Motion Pictures 
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THE PERFECT ASSASSIN 


IT WAS OVER FIVE YEARS AGO that the Ubisoft Motion Pictures team met with Ubisoft’s CEO 
Yves Guillemot to discuss the potential of Assassin’s Creed for big-screen treatment. It was essen- 


tial, Guillemot insisted, that the DNA of the games be respected in any attempt to translate them to 


another medium. Ubisoft was eager to build upon the backbone of its great successes—Prince of 
Persia, Splinter Cell, and Assassin’s Creed—to expand from a game company to an entertainment 
company and set up their own movie studio. The worlds they created had great potential beyond the 
realm of video games. And that meant finding the right actor to play the lead Assassin in a film. 

hey met the perfect Assassin in a London restaurant. It was nothing fancy, just a regular sort 
of place. A place that wouldn’t draw too much attention. A game changing meeting between Ubisoft 
Motion Pictures (UMP) and future producer and star Michael Fassbender. “The perfect Assassin,” 
Jean de Rivieres, Executive Producer, says of Fassbender, looking back on this significant moment 
in the development of the epic video game franchise into a feature film. An adaptation Ubisoft 
Motion Pictures was determined would redefine the idea of video games on the big screen. 

From the start, the intention was to fashion something truly exceptional from the franchise 
created by Ubisoft that has so far spawned ten core games, as well as novels and comic books—a 
great action film but with the character-driven depth that is a hallmark of the Assassin’s Creed 
games. Producer Jean-Julien Baronnet called it a “high-content movie.” They wanted to make a 
mainstream movie with big ideas and moral complexity. 

Rather than creating a list of stars, the UMP team had instead written a list of characteristics 
and qualities that made for the perfect Assassin. Almost instinctively, they decided upon Michael 
Fassbender for the lead role. 

With experience in both period pieces as well as physically demanding action roles, Fassbender 


was a like-minded individual. One glance at his filmography easily demonstrates how he mixed 


lauded indies (Hunger, Shame, and 12 Years a Slave) with more mainstream films—but no less 
fuelled with exotic ideas—like X-Men: First Class or Prometheus. He embodied exactly what they 
were trying to achieve, physically and psychologically. 

in late 2011, de Rivieres, along with Baronnet, met in a quiet corner of London, talking the 
German-Irish actor through the extraordinary world behind the game: how a secret war between 


he Assassins and the Templars has raged throughout history. And how a contemporary hero, using 


technology known as the Animus, taps into memories buried within his DNA and sees through 
»yes ot his ancestor. This ancestor, they explained, would prove to be one of the greatest heroes 
Assassin's Bro rnood 
script or a studio yet; they just talked, and Fassbender began to ask ques- 
5. Wi es | s telling them how much he loved the idea. “The first thing that 
7 ’ OPPOSITE BOTTOM: Callum’s 
ut at me was this concept of DNA memory,” Fassbender recalls, enticed by the feasibility | execution is only the beainnina 
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of the idea. “When you’ve got something scientifically based, it elevate 


more, because an audience can believe it.’ 


DNA memory gave a solid foundation to the conflict and d 


Templars and Assassins, battling since the birth of mankind. And 


While the action was intimate, the setting was vast. This was the birth of the open world game. 
“You have a lot of options on what do to and where to go,” Azaizia explains. “You're in control of 
your agenda. It empowers the player.” Moreover, rather than a creating a fantasy realm, Ubisoft 
offered hyper-detailed historical tourism. History, Azaizia likes to say, is part of the franchise’s 
DNA. Hence the motto: “History is our playground.” 

Over subsequent sequels, and utilizing the advancing in-game technology of the Animus, 
Ubisoft would visit new time periods and new characters. In the various iterations, the series has trav- 
eled to Renaissance Italy, the American Revolution, the pirate-haunted waters of the Caribbean, the 
French Revolution, Imperial China, Victorian-era London on the cusp of the Industrial Revolution 


the Sikh Empire in India, the October Revolution that swept Russia into chaos, among others 


Each setting represented a pivotal moment of upheaval and ch. but also of reve . 
a1 Lancs , — ee eee er een Sere er 
in art, science, and philosophy; mankind at its very worst and best. Togethe ey presented a 
giant tapestry ot history upon which fact and fiction were woven. Gamers ¢ uld meet hi 
figures as diverse as Leonardo Da Vinci and Charles Darwin, and treet 
is the dizzying hts of the Notre D Cat {| 


suld be reconvened. Death-defying action combined with intellectual ideas, what could be 
more cinematicr 
Assassin’s Creed presented great Opportunities for storytelling. This would be an expansion of 


the universe, not an adaptation of any particular game. The burning questions were what the movie 


1] 


would be about and when was it going to be set. All of recorded time was open to them; this universe 
is literally boundless. Nevertheless, bearing in mind what was fundamental to the game, they needed 


turmoil, a pivotal moment in history. The location and time period had to both be somewhere fresh 
7. ae . . ; , _ BELOW: The Muslim Emir Muhammed 

to gamers and offer the familiar architecture across which the Assassin could climb and leap, defying yy Tomas de To rquemada of the 

tal ‘ ACCT od See . Inquisition, and the Templar soldier Oj 
gravity. It didn’t take long before they hit upon the Inquisition in fifteenth-century Spain, locating = “M4U!S!I0n, ene the Templar soldier Ojeda 
: . as inside the Court of Lions 
their story in Seville and Granada where the last of the Moorish forces held out. Catholicism was 
; OPPOSITE: Maria and Aguilar face the 


clashing with Islam in cityscapes forested in towers, ledges, bridges, and parapets as far as the eyes can wrath of the Inquisitior 


see. Not to mention the high probability of plunging to your death in the streets below. 
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“There were also stories we could play with 


that could link with it.” This was th 
( hristopher ¢ olumbus. 

Once it was oO 
playground. 


We are s 


FORGING A MOVIE 


WHILE THE DEVELOPMENT TEAM toiled away in fifteenth-century Spain, Fassbender made six 


movies, in worlds as diverse as Macbeth and X-Men: Apocalypse, but if anything, he became more 
involved with Assassin's Creed. Via regular conference calls and occasional meetings, he helped to 
develop not only his character but also the entire fabric of the movie. “When we first sat down I had 
just set up a production company, DMC Film,” Fassbender says, “and I wanted to be part of it as 
producer. To help develop the story right from the beginning.” 

From a plot perspective, the script was a challenge. Normally a film centers around one hero 
and one antagonist. The plot is attached to the hero and follows his or her arc. And usually it stays 
in one time period. 

With Assassin’s Creed, they were confronted with two heroes: one in the present, Callum, and 
the other, Aguilar, in the past. There are two villains, past and present. And they are all intimately 
connected. Furthermore, the modern day characters do not actually travel to the past; they observe 
| 


it from the present. So the Inquisition sequences, in a sense, exist W ithin the same timeline as the 


Abstergo sequences like a parallel universe. 

The first challenge was to make the two heroes of the same lineage—and played by the same 
actor—while recognizing that they are different characters. “We all agreed that the present day 
character should carry the story.” de Rivieres says. “The story follows Callum’s character ar 


_ 4 : ’ 1 1 
difficulty Was MaKiIng Sure the past nourishes the story of the present. 


They devised a dynamic where the Templars ( he guise of a] 
called Abstergo Industries—hook up Callum into the Animus and make 
] 4 ] ] 4 a. 
his ancestor Aguilar, a newly initiated Assa . 
yf the jurisdiction of the In t \ er ( 


he two storylines. How would each feed the other? 


d cha ge was how to bridge the 
rar in the Animus itself. Not only did the technology offer a unique cinematic vision, 
olvec iny of their narrative issues. By bridging the two characters through the Animus, 
m cestor ild help him to learn about his own life. 
In other words, experiencing Aguilar’s memories transforms Callum from death row inmate to 
Assassin. He would absorb the experience of being Aguilar in an entirely cinematic way: Step-by- 
D, We how Aguilar “teaches” Callum to the point where Callum realizes that he hasn’t decided 


ne an Assassin, he was born one. They now had their hero’s journey, and the themes they 


to explore. For instance, the cost of free will. 


rhe Templars believe that eradicating violence could mean an end to war. The question is, at 


it cost? Violence could be an inevitable side effect of free will, and the Assassins think that free 


| is essential to human nature. Would we still be human beings without it? The movie places the 


wil 
audience in the middle of that debate. 


Indeed, the entire ethos of Assassin’s Creed is founded on a contradiction—the members of 


this secret society dedicated to peace and freedom are killers by trade. They are individualists bound 


by a tradition. 


Ubisoft was determined to maintain their freedom 1 


j 1 ’ ’ 
a studio to he P bring their film to fruition, and market and 


Maintain creative control. ney pre at a | ted 


the lead rst Ne 


GAMES AND FILMS 


ed game. W ith on 


ences. In the game, the 


rced from the experience of 
ve that they were still part 
1. For instance, the past 


vithin; he cannot redirect 


Indeed, above all, both film and game would share the same dedication to making the historical 
period as accurate as possible down to the fabric used for the costumes, the mosaics on a church 
floor, and the intricate geography of the city streets. 

Caroline Sol, Ubisoft’s Head of Creative Content Services, was responsible for upholding the 
games’ and now the film’s historical and scientific veracity. She launched herself into researching not 
only the fixtures and fittings of the Inquisition, but scientific threads like DNA memory. “I really 


had to find out information on things that do not yet exist,” she says. 


If history and science were to be treated with the utmost respect, so must the tenets of the game. 


Sol was also responsible for putting together bibles of information on the game for the director and 


each of his heads of department. 
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n the Assassin’s Creed universe,” Sol said. This 


al pages of imag- 


Even so, as we will come to see, the film was also filled with Easter Eggs, references, and visual 
motifs for the ardent Assassin’s Creed fans. There are secrets hidden in the walls of certain scenes 
that will take hours of freeze-framing on blu-ray to decipher. 

When it came to the Assassins’ abilities, the producers wanted to echo the character animation 
in the game. Fans can spot signature moves. Special attention was paid to the Leap of Faith, the 
graceful dive from a terrifying height that has become the iconic franchise image. 

“We treated the fans like heroes,” de Rivieres says. There was an on-going dialogue via social 
media, a testing of the waters on their new ideas. Also, via Azaizia, there was continuous brain- 
storming with the game-makers at Ubisoft. As de Rivieres says: “There was a link between brand 
and the movie all the way through.” 

Very subtly, the film embraced the arcane mythology of the game universe, which proposes 
the existence of an ancient alien race that created humankind in their image. While never mentioned 
directly, their handiwork is most definitely present in the film. The “First Civilization” boasted 
fantastically complex technology, and a number of their powerful artifacts remain on Earth, known 


as the Pieces of Eden. The Templars are hell-bent on getting their hands on all the artifacts, because 


each possesses a powerful scientific and technological property. 


THE PERFECT DIRECTOR 


\F ) r hy m 


UY Illd 


any directors, the producers felt strongly about 


ndependent director who would bring something personal to the film. Fassbender 
| 
ted Justin Kurzel 


was filming Macbeth under Justin’s direction in Scotland’s windblown Isle of Skye 
nd England’s bleak 


Northumbria when he recommended the director for Assassin’s Creed. 


isceral sense to the way he made his films that I just thought would work 
reall 


ell with the game,” Fassbender explains. Macbeth had been a great experience, and he and 


Who Dl 


Kurzel had recognized kindred spirits in one another. Fassbender could see that he was a director 
; I 


yursued a truth within the material, unwilling, almost unable to compromise. 
Born in Gawler, South Australia, Kurzel is a former theatrical set designer who began his direct- 
ing career with the formidable Snowtown, loosely based on real-life serial killer John Bunting who 
preyed upon those he saw as sexual deviants in the Adelaide suburbs. Having grown up close to the 
gruesome murders, it was a story Kurzel knew well, and his overwhelming version of events gar- 
nered passionate reviews and became a cult hit. Fassbender loved it and approached the director about 
Vlacbeth. Undaunted about working with stars of the calibre of Fassbender and Marion Cotillard, who 
would play the roll of Lady Macbeth, Kurzel could see the potential in revisiting Shakespeare. 

Both of Kurzel’s films are invested with an extraordinary visual power. Macbeth especially, 


feasts on the authentic re-creation of Scotland in 1057 


a violent world of rival fiefdoms, where 
religion jostles for supremacy with the supernatural. 
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It wasn’t long before UMP met with Kurzel to discuss the film. The director shared his vision 
quickly and clearly. He gave them detailed notes on the script. And they really liked what he had 
to say. The film team realized very quickly that they wanted Kurzel as director for his independent 


style and values. 


“We loved what we saw, we loved what we heard, and we loved the passion and style and 
eloquence in how he spoke,” de Rivieres says. “He’s character-oriented.” 
Nonetheless, untested on a film of this scale, Kurzel was another leap of faith. 


The director can remember the exact moment Fassbender sat him down and told h 


the project. “I was literally halfway through the edit of Macbeth,” he recalls, “and Michael said, 


his 


‘There’s this film, and it is about someone who discovers who they are through the memory of 
ancestors.’ And I thought that was really intriguing. And he said, ‘It’s insy 

Kurzel admits he didn’t have much experience with gaming beyon 
on Double Dragon in a local mall as a teenager. Hov 


- ’ } 
discov ering the effort and passion that went into eacn pan 


Assassin’s Creed was a real eye opener. 


ertainmen 


Fassbender agreed. “It was important that Adam came with him, because they have such a 
shorthand. That put us in a good place. We really wanted to highlight the look of the two worlds, 
he richness of the regression.” 


iw were signed up, they began to rework the script yet again, investing 


“It needed a central journey in terms of who the lead protagonist was,” Kurzel says. “The chal- 


pt is really complex—the idea of a modern day character 


\nimus and that takes him back in time. But it’s not a time 


machine. You have two different time periods, and one actor 


in terms of who the lead character was and 
ilized that this was in effect an origin story. 
sriences of those who have come 


of Assassin’s Creed 


Soon after came the key addition of production designer Andy Nicholson. Veteran of projects 
as diverse as Sleepy Hollow and Gravity, Nicholson brings a scientific exactitude to his films. He uses 
3D modeling techniques, aiming to extract a working reality from every world he creates, no matter 
how bizarre (Charlie and the Chocolate Factory) or far-flung (Troy). He was thrilled by the duality 
Assassin's Creed offered: the futuristic palate of Abstergo and the flamboyant historical detail of 
Inquisition-era Spain. 

“One of the nice things about this film was that Ubisoft was open to us exploring ideas for how 
to change the medium from a game to a movie,” he says. “There are fundamental things in terms 
of how the game operates that we had to refine, play around with, riff on, to make a better movie.” 

Both Kurzel and Nicholson were of one accord that the film would resist, at all costs, the temp- 
tation to depend on computer-generated imagery (CGI) to create their world. They used special 
effects to enhance, not replace. 

In other words, if a scene were humanly possible, they would do it for real. 

For Kurzel, it was simply a question of how to make the gameplay feel like a cinematic experi- 
ence. What happens if you do a real Leap of Faith? What if you actually saw Assassins jump from 
building to building? 

“The great thing about cinema,” he says, “is that you can bring that human element into it, 
where the audience responds to watching real human beings actually put the effort and danger into 
doing those things. So it was about celebrating what is humanly possible. I never wanted the film to 


feel like a superhero movie. I wanted you to look at it and think, ‘Wow there are human beings doing 


that, and they are doing it like Olympians.” 


There were, of course, limits to practical effects. Fifteenth-century Granada and Seville have 


long since been consigned to history. In terms of extended backgrounds and specific detailing, 
computers would create the bustling sprawl of old Spain. Some scenes were too risky for the cast 
and stunt men, and they would need to remove the paraphernalia of filmmaking such as wires and 
cranes. The Animus, in all its exotic detail, was very much predicated on computer effects. 

And yet, stunt master Ben Cooke estimates the film to be 80 percent practical and 20 percent 
digital. 

“There’s a danger to films that are creatively inside a kind of box, filmed on a parking lot with 
green screen,” Kurzel says. “You can feel their artifice. For Assassin's Creed, having that sense of 
danger about it, that sense of realism, breathes oxygen into the film.” 

With a director at the helm, and with this being their first feature film, the team at Ubisoft Motion 
Pictures agreed that it would benefit all of them to bring on a fellow producer with experience at this 
level of filmmaking. Frank Marshall has been involved in some of the most successful and beloved films 
ever made: Raiders of the Lost Ark, Back to the Future, the Bourne trilogy, and most recently, Jurasst¢ 
World. He was a figurehead of the kind of thoughtful blockbuster they were striving to echo. 

“He was perfectly complementary to who we were,” de Rivieres says. “He gave so much to the 
project. He went to the UK for the entire shoot. He was the wise force in the room.” 

Without any experience with the video game, Marshall is content to think of himself as repre 
senting the general movie-going audience. “It’s important to have the two worlds merge,” 
meaning fan and non-fan. “It’s a complicated, interesting story. You've got to set up the rules of the 


game. How you do that is the trick. 


Marshall defines his role as dealing with all the logistics of preparation, budget, location, and 
being the go-betw een with the studio, so that Kurzel and his team could get on with making their 
film. According to Marshall, it was his job “to keep the movie going.” Scheduli: 
the logistics of moving this huge produc tion around Malta and Spain all came down to Mar 
planning. “I had to look at the show from high above with a big, wide-angle lens,’ W 


on location they would oft 


it was Marshall who had to make sure 
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ASSEMBLING THE CAST 


WITH KURZEL AND HIS INNER TEAM in place, they began to fill out the cast. They were thrilled 


to cast Fassbender’s Macbeth companion Marion ( otillard as Sofia, the chief scientist at Abstergo 


and one of the most morally complex characters in the film. “I heard about the movie before they 


1 


proposed me taking a role in it,” Says the Fren¢ h star whose work has varied between her ( Scar 


winning performance in Za Vie en Rose and the likes of The Dark Knight Rises and Inception. “They 


held writing sessions in Southwest France just near my house. So I knew that they were writing tl 
movie, and later they asked me to be part of it.” 

She had never played the game (or < bt S pressed by the scr , 
really a reflection on the origin of violence. Also I loved with working with Justin and Micha 


to be reunited for a very difterent project was very exciting.” 
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quent, sinewy British actor Jere Irons. Atte i S ch, Fr 
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CHAPTER 2 


ABSTERGO 


INTRODUCING CALLUM 


CALLUM’S STORY BEGINS IN THE PAST, with an eagle’s cry and a view of the desert from above. 
Except this is not Spain of 1491, but New Mexico in 1988. 

The New Mexico prelude, filmed for efficiency in Almeria on the coast of Spain, sets into motion 
vital plot and character developments that will evolve as the film progresses. The twelve-year old 
Callum (Angus Brown) returns home to find that his father has murdered his mother. 

Cut to: death row, present day. The adult Callum has killed a man and is awaiting his execution. 
Callum saw something that no child should see, and it has filled him with rage as an adult—an 
almost unbearable sense of injustice. He is driven by violence. He doesn’t trust anyone. 

Fassbender says, “Callum’s very much dislocated from society and doesn’t belong to any family 
as such. They were taken away from him. He’s been institutionalised one way or the other his whole 
life. Be it at a young offender’s institute or a prison.” Spiritually he is an empty vessel. 


As Justin Kurzel sees it, Callum has grown up having this violence in him but no idea where 


} 


it comes from. In a sense, as Callum says in the film, it protects him. The only thing that gets hit 
through is being able to defend himself. “I found that really interesting,” says the director t 
until he is aware that he is part of the Creed, and that Creed is actually quite violent, that |! 
able to tocus those instincts towards a particular kind of order.” 

The contrast between Callum and Aguilar, his Assassin forebear, is pointed. Callun 
Aguilar is a man of few words. Callum has nothing to live for; Aguilar is married t ( ( 


: ] } J hic her: 
has yet to discover a purpose for his lite: Aguilar has embraced Nis herita 


1] ” 


it no kid should see,” Fassbender says. 


SO 


\ { lpner purpose .” Much of Fassbender’s energy 
VuUrIiny { le | imOnsnip between the two characters. for the 
tCa m and tne audience discovers tnat they Nave in common. 


x quips. “Although, Aguilar has a beard. . . . Seriously, 
1 sense of loyalty, although Callum, like I said, 
. But when he does commit to somebody, or something, he is fierce- 

\s n de Rivieres points out, this is what makes tl 


le project “very, very human.” Callum 


ney to regain nis humanity. St p by step, he starts to feel hope. Only his destiny is still 


It is this kind of moral complexity that makes the film so much more than an 
“You understand what Michael’s character i: going th 
1e is going to come out a different person.” 

interesting parallels drawn between the 


1.1L... 1 , : 
ind plunging arms, and the biomechanical Anim 


is to come. Set decorator Tina Jones 


vased the design on what is currently in use in America (although New Mexico no longer has the death 
naity), W ith i few stvlistic alte rations. _s don't thir k in re ality the table forms a cross,” she admits, BELOW: HUEZE! and F assben Jer Ons 


is strapped down his arms are outstretched { 


stretched as if on a crucifix. 


OPPOSITE: Aguilar 


otonly references the lemplar cross, it allude stoa hrist like journey tf death and resurrection. 


1 are dominated by the futuristic headquarters of Abstergo, 
hat is part of one of the largest multinational conglomerates in the world. “Ninety 


past,” Marshall says. Ho er, 45 to 50 pages out of the 150-page 


take place in Abstergo. This emphasis required the company to be depicted in far greater 
i 


mix of prison and mental institution, the mysterious complex held 


und for corporation. Founded almost eighty years ago, 
rs. But most of its workforce remains oblivious to its secret 


aS Separate divisions,” Aymar Azaizia says. “One 


of them makes pharmaceuticals. We have research and development, as well as a historical division. 


And a videogame company, of course, like Ubisoft!” 
Moreover, the Templars are not necessarily evil. They are 
Through their work on DNA, they are striving for cure 


According 


“When Justin talked about Abstergo, he was talking in terms of a museum, austere but with 


an elegant style,” explains concept art director Virginie Bourdin. “But it was also sterile. It felt 
uncomfortable, more like a prison. There’s no escape.” 

In terms of its basic architecture, Kurzel and Nicholson felt it important that Abstergo still 
bear the “brutalist, constructivist architecture” imagined for the game down to the same tri-part 
triangular logo. Days after he had signed on, Caroline Sol gave Nicholson a guided tour of Ubisoft’s 


studio in Montreal, introducing him to the game designers, giving him a chance to grasp the funda- 


mentals of the Assassin’s Creed universe. 


“Between meeting Justin, getting the job, and visiting Ubisoft, I watched clips of t 


| 
he game on 


YouTube.” Nicholson exudes an air « f expertise, a man who has literally thought through every inch 


of the movie. “You get very good insight into what the gamers enjoy about the game. And that was 
something to never forget.” 
What he took from his visit to Ubisoft and his own studies was how, wherever you found 


yourself in the game, there was always an escape route. So it was important to have that verticalir 


incorporated into the sets. “In some of the bigger Abstergo sets there were double heigh 


You had a sense of space around them, because the game was like that.” Having the 
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Nicholson then rendered set designs in 3D software, a typical weapon in a modern filmmaker’s 
arsenal. “It is much more efficient than pencil designs. Making cardboard models is good for meet- 
ings, but if you really want to show a director what a set is going to look like, use 3D.” This was 
especially the case with the unusual spaces and shapes of Abstergo. The computer could then model 
the exact camera lens Kurzel might use, so he could get an immediate perspective of what the film 
would look like six months before it was shot. This enabled him to try out different lighting set ups 
and camera angles, to manipulate the space without the cost of building sets. 

“When it came to Abstergo,” Tina Jones says of their most complex set build, “Andy had a very 
clear idea of how it was going to be.” Looking at the film as a whole, Abstergo embodied Nicholson’s 
inclination to the clean and angular, whereas the cluttered, organic past epitomized Kurzel’s tastes. 

“The past is much more archaic, it’s hotter and warmer and sweatier, it’s got grit and texture,” 
says the director, summing up the film’s visual dichotomy. “Whereas Abstergo is much more archi- 
tectural. There is definitely this kind of classical feel about it.” 

Fassbender, for one, relished the differences in the film’s creative forces. “That is what you 
kind of want, isn’t it?” he says. “That pull of opposites, who come together in the middle for great 
effectiveness.” 

“We were working towards the aesthetics of what the story needed,” Nicholson says. Abstergo 
is a physical embodiment of the Templars’ ethos. So Nicholson absorbed the angular features of the 
radical deconstructionist style (a sort of fragmentation of standard shapes). The dominance of glass 
and concrete, the angular geometry, matches the Templar philosophy, which Kurzel describes as 
“benign control.” We can understand the Templars and their philosophy through their larger-than- 
life, sterile corporate headquarters. 

“For me their desire to ultimately control free will makes it a very claustrophobic place to be. 
That is what I tried to do with the whole space.” Nicholson describes a labyrinth of rooms that 
connect to a central corridor, like a spine that runs through the building, the only light available 
coming from high windows a patient could never hope to reach. “Even in the corridor that is almost 


300-feet long, you never see the end of it. There is always another series of walls going off around 


; ; ' ” 
the side. You can run as long as you want but you are never going to find a way out. 


INTRODUCING SOFIA 


CA 


Cotillard’s Sofia. Sofia will immediately present 


M WAKES UP AFTER HIS FAILED EXECUTION and is greeted by the lovely face of Marion 


1im with a second chance at a new life as a test 


subject for the remplars, who have a vested interest in his DNA. 


Kurzel was eager to work with his Macbe 


h co-star again, because Cotillard would elevate the 


character of Sofia. “I thought that she would bring an effortless sophistication,” he says, “and, in a 


sense, help elevate Abstergo, and what Abstergo meant.” 


Just as Callum is too complex to be classified as a straightforward hero, Sofia is by no means 


a villain. The head of the Animus program, she is a brilliant scientist with noble intentions. As 
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lard explains, “She has faith in science. She really thinks science can | 


he really believes that she can eradicate violence and s} 


1elp humans become bet- 


humans. She truly believes that she is going find a cure to violence. It is the thing that drives her.” 


e aegis of the Templars, Sofia is not necessarily swayed by the 


he hates the war between 


he premiere of Macéeth and saying to Cotillard, “It must be 
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adaption to a vic 


no idea how much I love the world of Assassin’s 


eo game adaptation.” But Cotillard’s reply was 


Creed and the themes in there.’ 


t cause of violence. In altering, 


‘ eradicate war. Sofia has filled 
il. She has also blinded herself to the fac 
+ au las al Dlinded her I Tact 


victims of past experiments. “The whole place 


1: 


ndon, the French actress didn’t begin until two 


utes of assembled 


he was blown away. “It was 


really spectacular. Justin was clearly as committed to this as he had been committed to Macéeth. But 


this was on a very different scale.” 

Phrough Callum’s regression in the Animus, Sofia and the Templars finally hope to discover the 
whereabouts of a powerful artifact known as the Apple of Eden. The Apple contains a virtual map that 
pinpoints every trait on the human genome. 

Sofia’s interactions with Callum form the core relationship of the film. Each will transform the 
other. “With him, suddenly everything becomes possible,” Cotillard says eagerly. “She is fascinated 
by the fact that she has found the right person, but also by the human being that he is. In her mind 
she thought he would be more of a binary person, if that makes sense. She discovers that he is not just 
this violent killer who was on death row. His soul is more full of light than darkness.” 

Such complexity is what impressed Cotillard about the material. Callum plants a seed in Sofia’s 
mind, this nagging sense that she has been missing something. “She is a very, very sensitive person,” 
she says, insistent Sofia is much more than the cliché of the cold-hearted intellectual. There is even an 
attraction to Callum. “At the beginning she really sees Callum asa lab rat, but she is fascinated by him. 
It is like a twisted attraction; it works on many levels. She is a very lonely person: She doesn’t have 
a life besides her scientific quest. So it is very disturbing for her to be facing this beautiful and very 
human animal.” 

rhe CEO of Abstergo is Jeremy Irons’ Alan Rikkin, Templar elder and Sofia’s father. While 
he is the main antagonist in the film and a familiar figure from the games, Rikkin embodies some of 
the film’s moral ambiguity. “He genuinely believes that society can be so much better if it is led and 
inspired by greater minds,” Kurzel says. “He’s about control, he’s about making humanity evolve 
taster. So, there are certain aspects of his personality that are admirable, but essentially he is ruthless 


in his singular bel 


OPPOSIT! 


OPPOSITE 


ABOVE 


B 


r¢ 


yp 


In the 


reac h. 


Order 


1 1 
movie with nis own 


, , 
and it ShOWS an excessi 


} 
a 


} } 


something they have been 


1 | 
it the po I I 
kkin’s office S 
r ] 
MN items 11 I 
X | S 
c1¢ 
ditt 
pp >) 


Ow long they hay 


\ 
SIVE 
e bee 
aetr 
S 


EASTER EGGS 


Abstergo is filled with memories in glass cases and those memories are 
from the history of ssin’s Creed,” says Brand Content Director Aymar 


is the bow and arrow used by Connor in Assassin‘s 


s are that you won't even notice it, but it’s an example 


nd his fellow filmmakers 


contrived,” he says. ‘It doesn’t feel as if it has been put in there as a trea- 
sure hunt, it is actually in there because of story.” 

Production designer Andy Nicholson explains that their Easter Eggs 
operate on two levels: more “on the nose” heavy references, and light 
references that will take a very sharp eye to discover. 

The heavy references include items such as Assassin's weapons and 
the Pieces of Eden, and are frequently stored in the glass cabinets in the 
Animus Chamber and Rikkin's office 

“It's meant to be things that the Templars have taken from the Assassins 
over the centuries,” explains armourer Tim Wildgoose. “So Justin had us 


re-create weapons and cool things out of the games and then they were hid- 
n in the background.” 


A 


THESE PAGES: Treasures from Abster 


For example, the cane sword that belongs to Jacob and Evie Frye from 


Assassin's Creed: Syndicate is encased in Rikkin’s office along with a copy of 
the Codex, a book of Assassin lore written by Altair. 

Light references come in a multitude of subtle forms. Will, for 
instance, you spot the Assassin's crest hidden among the Arabic lettering 
on the walls of the Alhambra? Or on the back of playing cards being dealt 
at Abstergo? As Nicholson points out, “There are Easter Eggs in Callum’s 
prison cell and 1980s New Mexico that are very slight references: silhou- 
ettes, shapes, graffiti, things like that.” 

Set decorator Tina Jones had an avid gamer on her team who sug- 
gested references to the game that could be ingeniously slipped into the 
fabric of scenes. “A cart filled with hay is often important, so we put that 


in, says Jones. 


THE HIDDEN ASSASSINS 


There is far more to the ghostly inmates who stalk the halls of Abstergo 
that initially meets the eye. As Callum comes to fulfil his destiny, so these 
background characters, previous subjects of Sofia’'s experiments with the 
reveal tt 


Animus, 


remselves to be members of the Assassin Brotherhood. 
Moreover, these particular Assassins are directly descended from some 


»f the game's most famous characters, each with their own signature 


weapons. We took the basic shapes and redesigned them with our own 
f 2xplains armourer Tim Wildgoose, but the essential designs 
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periods of time. It worked for Baptiste because it’s a sort of African big 
cat tie-in.” 

Nathan (Callum Turner] is descended from Duncan Walpole from 
Assassin's Creed IV: Black Flag: “We made a very nice cutlass sword for 
him, which was taken straight out of the game. We also gave him this 
wrist crossbow, which is actually out of Assassin’s Creed: Unity. \t’s like 
a bone wrist-crossbow. Everyone loved it so much conceptually that we 
decided to give it to him because we knew it would end up being seen 
prominently.” 


{Michelle Lin) is descended from Shao Jun from Assassin's 
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icles: “She's the Chinese Assassin,” says Wildgoose. “So she 
It's like a throwing knife with a rope on it. Instead of 
wrist-blades, she has these shoes that have blades in them. She throws 
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INSIDE THE LABYRINTH 


ENDARY 007 STAGE AT PINEWOOD, Abstergo wasn’t a series of individual sets, 


iant, interlinked complex allowing Kurzel to mount long, fluid camera moves. One shot of 


ing to escape had Fassbender sprinting barefoot toward the camera from almost 100 feet 
1s amazed by the set’s size. “It was huge! You could walk through, room to room. 
» Nicholson’s calculations, the giant set gave the director “230 feet of travel to 
1round rooms.” He loved that you got a sense of how the rooms joined togeth- 


ilpted, angular space. It even began to work symbiotically with the script, as 


surveillance room,” Nicholson says by way of example. As writ- 


5 guards look vhich wasn’t terribly exciting from a 
3 ey cou 1e common room. So not only could 

ia screens, they could look directly in on the inmates via a glass 

P xplains, “It was a direct imposition on the patients’ freedom.” 


Their largest dramatic departure from the game, de Rivieres was fascinated by what he calls 


the “alchemy” of Abstergo. He found that the company’s labyrinthine headquarters radiated a very 


current paranoia over corporate power and manipulation. “We explored the hidden agendas of this 
massive corporation,” he says. “With people locked away in a facility like this, and a scientist with 
a vision and an ego, trying to change the world—that’s fascinating. 

“Everybody sees the whole spectacle in the past with Aguilar,” he continues, “but personally I 
am also excited about the modern world. The modern day facility will 4reathe into the past. The mix 


between the two periods is what makes the movie special.” 
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) Abstergo. Not justin the collection displayed in Rikkin’s office, 
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the tree that Jones placed along the endless corridor, at the base of which are seem- 


cuous stones. Inscribed into each of them—barely within range of the camera—are 
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“It was pretty amazing, because it was this mix of ancient 


still beautiful,” says Cotillard, remembering the set. “Again, 


encounter of something deep and ancient and cold, but wit 


Nicholson came up with the idea that Abstergo was built 


icance to the remplars, and possibly sacred to the Assassit 


[ like Byzant 
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thing even older than Aguilar. It is eleventh or twelfth centt 


has a beautiful mosaic floor, which is almost Roman, with ab 
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THE ULTIMATE VIRTUAL REALITY 


iE MAIN CHALLENGE,” says Michael Fassbender. “How do we make some- 
hing organic out of a machine? How can we show more than Callum just sitting in a chair? How 


could we impress the game development team with what we came up w ith? Well, we definitely 


lhe film’s most daring evolution of Assassin’s Creed mythology, the Animus is the advanced 
virtual reality technology that allows operators to access the genetic memory of a subject and replay 
it to them as if was happening there and then. According to the game’s theory, the entire life history 
of our ancestors is stored in our genes, and the Animus locates a particular ancestor and zeroes in ona 
particular time. 

Naturally, the Animus was going to be central to any proposed movie version of the game. 


\fter all, this is the means by which the present bridges with the past. However, the game iteration 


was fairly static. “Get into a chair, put on the VR goggles, and get into the past,” Aymar Azaizia 


od 


says. “We needed more drama and more physicality.” 

Indeed, Kurzel was insistent on something far more visual than having someone prone on a 
chair with a few sensors attached to their head. Or even the futuristic dentist’s chair in The Matrix, 
where the VR connection is made via an invasive cable. 

Kurzel wanted something completely original, and tasked Nicholson and his team to envisage 
1 technology both otherworldly and plausible. “In the game, because you spend so much time in 
the past, the Animus is a modern day vehicle to get you into those elements,” the director explains. 
“Whereas in the film, the contemporary side became the real driving force, so the Animus had to 
be a kind of machine that felt dangerous. It had to have the ability to teach Callum how to be an 


\ssassin, not just psychologically but physically.” 
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The development of the new Animus would focus all the various levels of creative thinking 


that had gone into the film as a whole: Kurzel’s gritty vision, Andy Nicholson’s precision-tooled 


approach, a marriage of computer effects and practical sets, the stunt team’s inexhaustible prowess, 


and, of course, Fassbender’s astonishing physical talents. Their Animus was to be something truly 


cinematic and terrifying. 


The Animus is a snakelike extension going into the spine. Callum is suspended in the Animus 


and starts to live what his ancestor is doing. As Aguilar fights and climbs and leaps, so Callum, 


trapped in his memories, will enact the very same moves. When Aguilar leaps from a building. the 
| | 


arm of the Animus matches the move by plunging Callum towards the floor. 


Kurzel elaborates, “The Animus is set up like a theater, with Callum at the cent 
is displayed through light projections overlaid onto the present, almost like hologram 


which are recorded by Abstergo so they can be replayed later. For example, when Aguil 


Templar in the past, I can cut back to ¢ allum who is fighting a memory version, an expre 
ersion of that Templar.” 

If Aguilar i climbing a wall, we will see Callum climbing a i ( { | 
he p y him move Ip but you see the architectur ttl i | 
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EVOLUTION OF THE ANIMUS 


DIATE CHALLENGE FOR THE DESIGN TEAMS was how to create an Animus that allowed 


us to feel what Callum was going through as he achieves “synchronicity” (the integration of sub- 
ject and Animus) with the past. If he were simply prone in a chair, the effect would be reduced to 
Hickering eyelids and twitching limbs, the kind of subconscious tremors that have been done before. 
The conduit of all the Animus development, concept artist advisor Virginie Bourdin was 

by Nicholson to help create concept art for Assassin's Creed. Having worked as a “VFX 

‘on over thirty films, Bourdin saw her role as fundamentally “understanding the 

on wanted to create.” And given his ultra-detailed approach and use of 


hniques, she was soon heading up an entire team of artists, a bridge between the 
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A LIVING MACHINE 


\ND PRESENT, the design of the Animus machine itself embodies the 
intertwining of the aesthetics of Kurzel and Nicholson. Both approaches, Bourdin says, have a great 
rity-——and together they created one voice. For this robotic tentacle or arm would be envisaged 

th as a machine and something forbiddingly organic. 


Nicholson began with straightforward robotics. “It had to feel real,” he says. “Real is a big thing 
for Justin. It is a big thing for me too. You really believe the arm is moving.” He came up with the idea 

f inverting a six-axis motion rig, which is the base for flight simulators, out of which extended the arm. 

\ fter seeing his production designer’s functional approach, Kurzel wanted to synthesise it with 
: biological texture. The Animus should feel strange and discomforting. Nicholson added a system 
of pneumatic muscles to give it “character.” 

Fundamental to Kurzel’s thinking was the idea of the dance—the machine is not pulling the subject 
around and the subject is not pulling the arm around. The interaction was to be very subtle, this almost 
imperceptible tug of war over who was leading. It would seem as if the Animus was almost conscious. 

rhrough his three regressions Callum learns to control the flow of memories: barely keeping 
up with them at first, but by the second regression, both partners would be in tune, and then in the 
third he would move ahead of the Animus as if predicting its signals. “Eventually he’s motivated,” 
Bourdin says, “and he goes faster than the machine.” 

The resulting vision of man entwined with machine, fashioned in CGI, is something that 
wouldn't look out of place in a horror movie. As Bourdin describes it, the biomechanical equipment 
would be “all body without skin.” She elaborates, “like something coming back from the dead.” 

“T really saw it as kind of an animal that allows you to be connected to ancient blood,” says Marion 
Cotillard. “This vehicle of blood and DNA and all this complexity that lives inside a human being.” 

At the end of the arm, Callum will be held fast by a titanium “ribcage,” from which a needle 
will snake its way into his back, forming an epidural, and begin the process of extraction. As Azaizia 
puts it, “The Animus will be plugged directly into his backbone.” 

Once they had a working concept for the arm, Bourdin turned her thoughts to depicting how 
the central unit—the body of the Animus—would operate. Maintaining the concept of a biological 
machine—and to compliment the organically rooted concept of DNA memory—Kurzel envisaged 
itas the brain to which the spine was still attached. Bourdin likens its eventual look to a brain pickled 
in formaldehyde. 

“I think we have done a brilliant job with that,” says Nicholson. “The whole technology 
around reading memories is organic, with chemicals and spores rather than digital data. The way 
we interface with that is kind of molecular interface.” 

Memories are drawn out of the subject’s DNA while he relives them as if they were real, fed 
up the umbilical arm, and imprinted as organic matter, which then crystallises and is made into 
a memory card. “We proposed this would give an electrical impulse to every muscle,” Bourdin 

ecalls, “but this was difficult to envisage with Callum covered by his inmate costume.” 


\ll their ideas had to be tested not just against Kurzel’s conviction that his world had to be con- 


incing, but against the more pragmatic realities of costumes, props, special effects, and meee 

lesign: what aided storytelling . . . and what inhibited it. Ultimately, they concentrated on the ebb 

d flow of memory through the arm and how it attached to the spinal cord. As Bourdin sanguinely 
ws medically correc 
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-eding effect.” The more time someone spends in the Animus, 
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In order to re-create Aguilar’s movements, the Animus sequences needed to be filmed towards 
the end of the shoot. For Fassbender and his stunt double there was not only the physical challenge of 
mimicking their own footsteps, but also the challenge of expressing Callum’s subtle progression as he 
learns from Aguilar. Stunt master Ben Cooke needed to figure out how to replicate moves they had 
completed weeks ago on location in Malta and Spain. Moreover those stunts couldn’t be mirror images 


of one another; he needed to instil them with subtle learning process that enables Callum to match 


Aguilar’s skills. “He’s getting closer and closer and closer until they become one kind of thing,” Cooke 
explains. “Until Callum and Aguilar actually sort of blend. So there’s a journey in Callum’s physicality.” 

While on location they chose specific pieces of action for Callum to mirror as the film cuts back 
and forth between Abstergo and the Inquisition. Once back at Pinewood, Cooke carefully plotted 


which of their chosen mirror-moves came from which regression, reinterpreting each part of the 


dance based on the three skill levels Callum has gradually gained from his « xperiences as Aguilar. 


“Towards the end where Callum is becoming more like Aguilar,” Kurzel says, “we start 
intercut quite seamlessly between the two. In a sense Aguilar and Callum become one 

To re-create the motions of the Animus on set, Fassbender and his stunt-double were suspend 
ed on wires with a visual effects tracking point on their back. The actor would begin and fini 
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EAGLE VISION 


WHENEVER CALLUM—AND THE AUDIENCE—makes the leap into the skin of Aguilar, there is a 
significant transitional phase where we first view events through the eyes of an eagle. This eagle-vi- 
sion could be a mystical Assassin talent. Or it could easily be symbolic. Or just a stylish exposition 
shot before the film focuses in on Aguilar’s storyline. Ask and you'll get numerous intriguing 
explanations. 

Kurzel defines the eagle as a “guardian angel.” 

Marshal believes it is a forewarning. “But it also gives us the ability to lead he camera in from 
the present, a transitional element taking us into the world.” 

There is a sequence when the eagle alights in a tree. As the camera follows the tree downwards, 
we see Aguilar drop to the ground as if the eagle has just transformed into a human. 

“It started out as a tool in our game.” Azaizia, with his extensive knowledge of the franch 
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has a detailed explanation. “You've probably seen that there’s a lot of references to the iconography 


of the eagle. When you look at our characters, it’s a metaphor for the way they move, leaping f 
rooftop to roc ftop, mimicking the eagle.’ 
Within the game, whenever a character is about to make a Leap of I t 
of an eagle. Azaizia sees it as the incarnation of an Assassin’s free will. The Assassin, | 
an eagle, looking for his prey in the middle of a crowd. Little wonder the motif of 
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CRUEL THEATER 


THE MOORISH SPLENDOR OF THE ALHAMBRA, with its complex of palaces and mosaics, has 
presided over Granada since the year 889. Yet most of the citizens know nothing about its hidden 
tunnels. Buried beneath the treasured historical site lies a maze of narrow passages, and it was here 
Caroline Sol found herself with a lamp on her forehead, caked in dust, spiders in her hair, crawling 
along the ground. “Like in an Indiana Jones movie!” she says proudly. However, her thoughts were 
focused on Assassin’s Creed. She remembers that as she crept on her hands and knees beneath the 
palaces of the Moors filming had already begun in another part of Spain. Nevertheless, these tunnels 
would end up in the script. Having rescued the Apple of Eden from Torquemada’s clutches, Aguilar 
needed an exit plan from the Alhambra. And history itself had provided the answer. 

After the spare, geometric spaces of Abstergo, the Inquisition was to feel like a blast of life in all 
its spectacular, and often horrifying, detail. It had to live up to Fassbender’s description of a “cruel 
theater.” 

“If we were going to set the present in an Abstergo that was very stark,” says the actor, “the 
regressions would need to bea very different visual experience.” 

“It was a chance to do the grit and texture and also be flamboyant,” Andy Nicholson says. “The 
game is quite theatrical when it comes to representing the past, so we needed to have fun.” 

For Justin Kurzel there were a variety of inspirations for how he wanted to portray the past. He 
felt the vivid contrasts of light and dark in Caravaggio’s paintings served the idea of the Assassins 
working by stealth and being able to quickly disappear into darkness. “It has a slightly film noir 
quality to it,” he says. 

By contrast, he was also inspired by Sergio Leone’s Westerns for their big wide-angled vistas 
and Lawrence of Arabia where real light was being captured by the camera. “Light is a huge motif in 
Assassin's Creed,” the director explains, “and that influences the visuals. And then it was just trying 


to make everything real.” 


Malta also served as a base for building massive Inquisition-era sets such as their re-creation 
of the Alhambra’s Court of Lions, and the auto-da-fé, which included 800 extras for the crowd. 
Nicholson, who had shot Zroy in Malta twelve years before, appreciated how it forced a certain scale 
on what they achieved. “It demanded to be slightly grandiose.” 

While background plates would be shot in Granada and Seville, the landscape around Almeria 
provided the terrain for the carriage chase and the early New Mexico scenes. The most arid place 
in Europe, bounded to the north by desert, Almeria has movie history written into its DNA. David 
Lean shot sequences from Lawrence of Arabia here, and this is the backdrop for Sergio Leone’s 
Spaghetti Westerns; two of Kurzel’s touchstones for Assassin’s Creed. 

“With Aguilar we wanted to explore that Western idea of a hero that doesn’t speak that much.” 
Fassbender acknowledges they are tipping their hat to Clint Eastwood’s legendary Man With No 
Name. “He is very much about the action.” 

If Malta and Almeria provided the setting and golden climate, it was then the job of the various 
departments to bring the foreground of history to life. Production design would seamlessly adjust 
and extend the sets, building extra layers, and providing concealed handholds and ledges for the 
stuntmen to use. 

Then set decoration would move in to fill a location with the paraphernalia of the age, shipping 
over props from London, adding layer upon layer of detail, some of which will be invisible to the 
eye. “Justin has given it this epic scale: the costumes, the horses, the grandeur of it all. He was 
adamant we try and duplicate what we know about that era,” says Marshall. 

Across the game’s life cycle, the ethos has been to immerse the player as fully as possible into 
the chosen era. Sol had been taken aback at the outcry when they relocated the guillotine from the 
Concord in Paris to in front of Notre Dame in Assassin's Creed: Unity. History meant everything to 
the game, and Ubisoft was determined this remain true for the film. 

Researchers looked into how they painted the walls at the time and how the streets were lit, 
for historical accuracy. Sammy Sheldon [costume design] tinted clothes the way it was done five 
hundred years ago. 

Nicholson sent Caroline Sol to Christopher Columbus’ Tomb, which happens to rest in the 
city’s Byzantine-era Cathedral of Saint Mary of the See. There she spent hours taking photos to 
frame the distance between the entrance door and the tomb. 

In fact, the research discovered a secret doorway hidden within the tomb—another potential 
escape route provisioned by history. “I looked at the side of the tomb and it wasn’t normal; it wasn’t 
fixed,” she remembers. “Then I realized there was a closet on the side of the tomb.” She immediately 
got on the phone to Nicholson, and the secret door was built into their replica tomb at Pinewood. 

The sheer detail of it all is staggering. Even brief scenes such as a fifteenth-century kitchen 
created by the prop department in Malta offered an opportunity for incredible historical accuracy. 
The kitchen doesn’t play a big part in the story, the chances are you can only catch a glimpse of the 
room as Aguilar sprints past, but there are props here that have never been depicted before, items 
they had discovered in their intensive research. One such example is the small cage that was used 


to store food so the rats couldn’t eat it. The props department found an original from the 1400s and 


used it to dress the set. 


lhis drive to bring the past to life summed up every thing they were trying to achieve. When it 


came to fifteenth-century Spain, burning ith the cruelty of Torquemada’s Inquisition, the movie 
would recount history in close detail. We will feel as if we are walking in Aguilar’s footsteps just as 


Callum does. 
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Essentially, the film features three major action sequences aligned to each of Callum’s regres- 
sions: the carriage chase, the escape from the auto-da-fé, and the raid on the Alhambra. These 
sequences were then supplemented by additional action cuts completed in the studio, as well as 
the complex physical requirements of shooting the Animus and a large-scale fight in Abstergo 
towards the end of the film. 

Months of planning were required. First there was an intense rehearsal period where Cooke 
and his team experimented with different ideas, which they would then record and show to Kurzel 
for his feedback. On certain occasions Cooke had this team demonstrate them for the director in 
person. Then, for each location, Cooke needed to figure out the installation of trusses, pulleys, and 
cranes, the provision of water ballasts, even how many bolts he needed to fix it all in place. 

Detailed storyboards and pre-visualization (dubbed “pre-viz,” rudimentary computer-animated 
versions of an action sequence) provided a guide, but @ooke was well aware that once he was on the 
ground (or on a roof) in a location, everything could change. He had to be skilled to adapt to what 


each new day would bring. “There may be certain limitations of a location which requires us to lean 


on visual effects,” he says, “or bring it back to the studio and shoot against green screen. But we would 
always try and have something in our bag of tricks.” 

Alongside Fassbender, they had to define a style for Aguilar as an Assassin. Every Assassin 
has their individual fighting styles and personalized weapons that serve as an extension of their per- 
sonalities. The lithe Maria (Ariane Labed), for instance, favors a crossbow. The robust Benedicto 
(Carlos Bardem) prefers a poleaxe. 

Aguilar demonstrates a dazzling variety of Assassin techniques: close-quarters fighting 
(including two extendable blades hidden in his wrist guards), acrobatic leaps, parkour, and even 
slacklining, all governed by his uncanny ability to read and maneuver through the landscape. 

“You have to bring Aguilar the character to life,” Cooke says. “How does he move? How does he 
fight? It’s interesting, because within the film he’s human. He’s real. Yet, he’s extraordinary. He’s cat-like 
in his movement. His agility is off the scale. But he still is grounded and human. He’s not a superhero.” 

Indeed, while shooting the more superhuman exploits of Magneto for X-Men: Apocalypse in 
Montreal, Fassbender would spend his downtime in the gym and doing parkour sessions. “To be 
honest with you,” he says. “I could do the basics pretty well, to learn something advanced on that 
level would be tricky.” The priority was being strong enough. At thirty-eight, he needed to be 
confident in his body, to make sure he didn’t turn an ankle or throw a knee—something that would 
bring the whole production grinding to a halt. 

Damian Walters, Fassbender’s stunt-double for the majority of the sequences, was impressed by 
the star’s commitment. He watched an actor with almost photographic recall learn entire fight progres- 
sions after no more than a couple of rehearsals, freeing them up to improvise more advanced moves. 
Fassbender would be up on the battlements with them—Aguilar in his natural habitat. 

Walters laughs, “At one point we had him running around the edge of a church roof. Like right 
around, maybe forty feet up. He’s on a wire obviously, but running around the edge of the church 
right on the precipice.” 

Fassbender found the best way to conquer any fears was to respond counterintuitively. “As an 
actor you are calling on your imagination,” he explains. “When you are doing stuff like that, you try 
to switch off your imagination. You are trying not to think about the height.” There were a couple 
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of moments when he thought he might be developing vertigo, but strangely that was more likely to 


be on a tower built in the studio than a genuine belfry in Valletta. “I think it has to do with what’s 
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beneath your feet,” he muses. “It is better if you’re standing on something solid.” 
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OJEDA SPOTS THEM 
BELOW AND RACES 
AHEAD OF THEM, 
LEAPS OFF HIS 
HORSE AT THE END 
OF THE ROOF AND 
RUNS TO A VANTAGE 
POINT WHERE HE IN- 
TENDS TO CUT THE 

LINE JUST BELOW 


OJEDA RACES HIS HORSE 
AHEAD AND TURNS ONTO 
AN WIDER STREET FRONT- 

ING A MASSIVE STONE 

STRUCTURE, HE TURNS 
HORSE UP STEEP RAMP 
THAT CURVES THRU INTE- 
RIOR ONTO ROOFTOP. 
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AS AGUILAR AND MARIA 
LAND ON THE TARGET- 
ED ROPE, OJEDA CUTS 
THE ROPE! AGUILAR 
AND MARIA PLUNGE 
TOWARD THE GROUND 
BUT AGUILAR CATCHES 
HOLD OF THE ROPE, AS 
MARIA CATCHES HOLD 
OF HIM! THE TWO 
SWING BACK TOWARD 
THE SIDE OF THE 
STREET THEY WERE 
TRYING TO ESCAPE! (2) 


BUT DOWN BELOW 
OFF TO THE RIGHT, 
77> MARIA SPOTS A 
y, SERIES OF LINES 
4 CROSSING THE 
= STREET ATTACHED 
we TO THE FACE OFA 
“Ss MASSIVE STONE 
BUILDING. THE PAIR 
*{ __—— QUICKLY DROP DOWN 


TO THE LINES AND 
START TO CROSS 
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a AGUILAR AND MARIA 
ROOFTOP RUN ENDS 
WHEN THEY REACH A 
STREET TOO WIDE TO 
JUMP! WITH A SWARM 
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LEFT, RIGHT AND BEHIND 
THEY ARE IN REAL TROU- 
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WITH OJEDA TRYING TO 
TRACKING THEM FROM THE 
STREET, A&M DROP TOA 
COVERED BALCONY AND 
LEAP FROM ONE TO ANOTH- 
ER TO ANOTHER THAT 
TAKES THEM AROUND A 
CORNER GIVING THEM 
ACCESS TO A CHURCH 
FRONT THAT THEY QUICKLY 
SCALE AND DISAPPEAR 
FROM OJEDA'S SIGHT. 


AGUILAR AND MARIA JUMP 
FROM CHIMNEY TO CHIM- 
NEY ON THE EDGE OF THE 
STEEP ROOF. APURSUING 
SOLDIER QUICKLY FALLS TO 
THE STREET AMIDST A RAIN 
OF ROOF TILES THAT EX- 
PLODE AT THE FEET OF 
OJEDA'S RACING HORSE 
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WITH A LEAPING AS- 
CENDING WALL RUN 
HIGH OFF THE 
GROUND THE PAIR 
ESCAPE THE COURT- 
YARD BUILDING AND 
REACH A STEEPLY 
PITCHED ROOF NEXT 
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WITH A SWARM OF SOL- 
DIERS APPEARING ON 
THE ROOFS AROUND 

THEM A&M DROP BELOW 

THE EXPOSED ROOFLINE 

TO COURTYARD AVOID- 

ING SOLDIERS POURING 

INTO THE YARD 
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A & M BROAD JUMP 
FROM BUTTRESS TO 
BEAM TO BEAM TO 
SCAFFOLD THAT 
THEY SWING THRU 


OTHER ROOF 


AND DROP ONTO AN- 


THEY ENGAGE INA RUN- 
NING BATTLE AS SEVERAL 
TEMPLARS APPEAR ON 
THEIR FLOOR. OJEDA 
RIDES INTO THE COURT- 

+ YARD AND AGUILAR 
CATCHES SIGHT OF HIM 
MOMENTS BEFORE HE 
AND MARIA RACE THRU 
THE INTERIOR OF THE 
BUILDING AND OUT OF A 

WINDOW OVERLOOKING A 
NARROW ALLEYWAY SEPA- 
RATING THE ADJACENT 
BUILDINGS 


SEVERAL TEMPLARS AT- 
TEMPT THE JUMP TO THE 
PEAKED ROOF BUT LAND 


OJEDA SCREAMS 
ORDERS TO HIS MEN 
BELOW 
SOLDIERS RACE OFF 
IN PURSUIT AS OJEDA 


SHORT OF THE PEEK AND 
SLIDE BACKWARDS OFF THE 
ROOF, ONE CLEARS THE 
PEAK BUT ROCKETS RIGHT 
PAST MARIA AND AGUILAR 
ON THE BUTTRESS 


RACES OFF THE ROOF 
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THE ASSASSINS MAKE 
NEARLY IMPOSSIBLE JUMP 
FROM BUILDING #3 TOA 


STEEPLY PITCHED, VALLETTA 


ROOFTOP — THEY LAND ON 
THE FAR-SIDE OF THE 
ROOF'S PEAK AND CAREEN 
DOWN THE TILES TO LAND 
ON NARROW BUTTRESS 
SPANNING A DEEP CHASM 


RUNNING A GAUNTLET OF 
ARROWS, THE PAIR RACE 
PAST THE CUPOLA TO 
REAR OF BUILDING.OJEDA 
BURSTS ONTO THE ROOF 
WITH SEVERAL TEMPLARS 
AND LEAP ACROSS THE 
GAP BETWEEN BUILDING 
#2 AND #3 
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THE REGRESSIONS 


DURING CALLUN LEGRESSIONS, we get a significant glimpse of Aguilar’s past when the film 
unveils Aguilar’s initiation ceremony into the Creed. 

It takes place in a Moorish fortress used as an Assassin hideout—an actual location discovered 
an hour north of Almeria (and enhanced in post) where within the mosaic floor the eagle-eyed will 
be able to discern the symbol of the Assassin Brotherhood. This scene is also our introduction to 
Maria and Benedicto, who is a mentor figure to the hero. 


Encircling Aguilar, all the Assassins chant in unison, and Aguilar grasps a peculiar, ritualistic 


chopping block. This singular item is the first example of the films’ exquisite craftsmanship up close. 


Like the hilt of sword worn smooth with use, it is stained with the blood of former initiations. Via 
a hidden mechanism crafted by Tim Wildgoose, the production’s armourer, a blade will spring out 
and slice off the ring finger of an initiate. 

“It needed to be more of a ceremonial thing than lying a hand flat on a table,” Nicholson 
explains. “You don’t want the character to be flipping the bird at people. So I ended up having a 
large cylinder with ivory and metal banding.” 

“Andy thinks how a craftsman would do it,” 
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to fine detail. “He won't accept somet! 
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THE FIRST REGRESSION—THE SACK OF GRANADA 


Seen from an Iberian eagle’s perspective—in fact a spider-cam mounted on a cable which swoops 


Granada in 1491 created a vivid battle scene. For our full entrance into the past, Kurzel felt we needed 
the bristle of a battlefield, and elaborated on historical research with a depiction of a nation at war. 
Archers, spearman, and Spanish knights clash with Muslim forces outside the city walls. 

rhis required the stunt team to work in concert with visual effects. “We had two armies come 
together,” Cooke says, “and we have people running in. Then we did it again.” Visual effects would 
then overlay one image on top of the other to multiply the number of soldiers, repeating the process 
until they created an army. But, Cooke explains, they are all real people, not computer generated. 
Each soldier was armed by Wildgoose’s busy armoury department, responsible for conceiving and 
making the panoply of weapons for the film. If it said in the script that an Assassin cut a man’s throat, 
then Wildgoose came up with a design behind that blade. If a scene required thirty spears with 
protective rubber tips, he would answer the call. 

Having created weapons for everything from Troy to World War Z, Assassin’s Creed has been a 
dream job for the armourer. “I’ve been a gamer for years,” he says. “I’ve played all the Assassin’s Creed 
games.” One of the go-to experts on the game during production, he estimates 20 percent of the film’s 
weapons directly reference the game. “Justin sort of asked me to suggest the weapons that would be 
best to take from the games and show in the film. And the other 80 percent I designed myself.” 

Crossing over the battlefield, the story focuses its gaze upon Aguilar and his fellow Assassins 
attempting to rescue the son of the Emir. Prince Ahmed (Keemal Deen-Ellis) will be plucked from 
the grasp of the Templars, led by the brutal Ojeda (boxer turned actor Hovik Keuchkerian). And with 


Maria at the reins, the Assassins attempt to get away with the Prince in a horse-drawn wagon, with 


the Templars giving determined pursuit. The net result of which will be a carriage chase like no other. 


lown from 80 feet and narrowly misses the heads of the extras—the film’s interpretation of the Sack of 


BELOW: Torquemada and Ojeda lead the 
Spanish soldiers into battle 


OPPOSITE: Granada battle scene concepts 
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“There were a series of grandstands around the central stage,” Nicholson describes. “I knew 
early on it was going to be made out of wood, but it was going to be the gothic woodwork you see 
in Seville Cathedral where it is very dark. It was a very striking look in the bright sunlight of Malta. 
Then there was the papal aspect, of people watching the Inquisition, and there was the rabble just 
there for the sport.” 

The detail was awe-inspiring. Huge timbers were erected to support awnings made of hand- 
made Indian fabric to give them a ceremonial feel while shading the crowds. A nearby church clad in 
scaffolding signals a potential escape route—the kind of three-dimensional thinking that Nicholson 
had absorbed from the game. 

Upon a raised platform granting a perfect viewpoint for the executions were ornate wooden 
thrones, handcrafted in pitch-black antique mahogany, the tallest of which reached 8 feet high. 
These were to be occupied by King Ferdinand (Thomas Camilleri), Queen Isabella (Marysia S. 
Peres), and Torquemada (Javier Gutierrez), the baleful Grand Inquisitor. 

To use visual effects to re-create the crowd would have been a betrayal of their philosophy. 
Instead, they hired 800 extras to create a sequence that rivals the great historical epics of cinema’s 
bygone days. Each extra had their own individual make-up, the work of forty-five makeup artists 
stationed in a huge tent. Each of the extras was also dressed in an original costume. 

The crowd entered ina giant procession bearing banners both papal and pagan. Tina Jones was 
particularly proud of the effigies mounted on 15-foot poles—thirty voodoo-like gargoyle heads 
made from bone and wood. As Kurzel reasoned, they would be used to taunt the victims at the stake. 
“We just took it one step further,” says Jones. 

Kurzel was excited to depict how evil was investigated and celebrated through costume and 


through iconography during the Inquisition. “It was all about God and Devil,” he points out. “I 
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carved with a mix of Celtic and Moorish symbols, as well 


oe FOLLOWI 
o woodcarvings in Seville’s cathedral. 


’ Jones says, “because in reality if you’re going to be burning 


be so carved and beautiful, but visually it is just so much more exciting.” 
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She realized that, with the heroes chained to these posts, they were going to get a lot of camera time. 

Fire provided its own concerns for the stunt team. This not only required carefully prescribed 
safe zones, protective suits, and the precise control of their flames via piped-in gas, but Kurzel also 
wanted close-ups with dialogue. “Visual effects will be involved,” admits Cooke. 

Understandably, with flames inches from his head, Aguilar would rather not hang around. A 
thorny proposition made all the thornier given he and Maria are chained together and must work in 
unison in the ensuing melee. Just how a manacled Aguilar would liberate himself from the stake was 
one of the first things Cooke and his team ever discussed. “It was like, okay, how would Houdini 
get out of this?” 

Luckily they had their own Houdini in the unflappable Walters. “My hands were hooked on 
the pole so they’re above my head. And basically I turn 180 degrees to face the pole, then I run up it, 
unhooking my hands as I back-somersault off the pole. Which was a challenge.” 

He pauses to reflect on possibly his toughest day on set. “Oh, it was brutal that day. That whole 
week, actually: It was like 100 degrees, there were hundreds of extras, and it was very dusty and 
smoky. It looked good, though, really good.” 

Escaping the pyre is only the beginning of an extraordinary action sequence inspired by the 


same intense dynamics of the game. Pursued by Ojeda and the Templar soldiers, the Assassins will 


108 


CARVINGS 2 METAL HOOKS 


7 CASH INDICATES 
Zz STEEL frost 


SS 2 yt ey 


+ iT 
Y Viel ae 
OO) ie 
a ee ee: 
f : — 
4 J TIMte, ‘ 
y'/ ELEVATION 0-0 08m") | 


_ GENERIC BASE @ k:5 


Top: Early designs for the execution 
posts. 


OPPOSITE: Some of the stunt work and 
practical effects featured in the auto- 
da-fé scene. 


climb up the church scaffolding and out across the rooftops of Seville, jumping off walls, leaping 
chasms, landing on balconies, and even taking shortcuts through buildings, before concluding on the 
roof of Seville Cathedral (a CGI-enhanced set constructed in Malta). Their parkour skills deliber- 
ately matched signature athletics from the game. 

“It was about how you can use a city like Seville like a kind of obstacle course,” Kurzel says. 

When Aguilar crashes through a window into a nobleman’s house and begins to careen through 
an endless procession of rooms, Jones was determined nothing about the interior would be predict- 
able. Fleetingly, you can see an arrow maker with piles of feathers and birds in cages. 

“So as they ran through there'd be clouds of feathers in the air,” Jones explains. “Then they 
run through a smoking den, a kitchen, a dyeing area with colored walls, all these dressed period 
rooms. It made it visually really exciting.” 

Marshall describes it more like ballet than action. “This is a more stylized version of parkour.” 

While often at the limit of what was physically possible, the action sequences were never about 
showing off. Cooke and his team responded to the needs of the story, earning the trust of their 
director. If they planned a spider climb—where two Assassins, back to back with feet planted on 
opposite walls, shuffle their way upwards—it was because it was the most practical means of getting 
the characters from A to B. 


“Justin wanted that authentic look,” Walters says, estimating that 80 percent of the stuntwork 


in the film takes place in the past. “So you're actually jumping off these buildings. It was very rare 


rs v 


BELOW: Just as in the games, parkour and 
verticality play major roles in the film's 
visual style 


OPPOSITE TOP: Maria and Aguilar’s 
handcuffs and chains become the means 
by which they fight and escape 


OPPOSITE BOTTOM: The professional 
Slackliners filming a scene in which the 
Assassins run across a banner. 


that there were any wires used for safety. We just had the air mats at the bottom, in case you fell 
While the sc ript stated that Aguilar and Maria remained merely chainec 


decided to up the ante. Walter chuckles ruefully, “We're chained b 


the neck. Our hands and ft 
were chained. How are you supposed to fight with your hands and feet chained? 


lhe truth is, it inspired them. As the conjoined characters leap between buildings, Walters decided 
to have Aguilar do a forward somersault. “It’s spectacular,” Cooke exclaims. 


“They’re st 


till chained!” 
When their metal cord is finally severed (by a well-timed axe 


hI 


blow), Aguilar adapts the loose chain a 
. 1 | ' ; iT 1 his } ly lw iad ‘ 
a weapon, whipping It around his foes, or wrapping it around Nis Nand to use as a Knuckleduster. A 
these different elements unite into a continuous state of motion the | 


t 


e heartbeat of the film 
And if, somehow, Walters’ skills didn’t 


ice, they brought in specialists. In a | t 
becalmed moment in the chase, the escaping Assassins come t vay with Danners sti 
etween window ledges, so Cooke figured out they would simply slack I ( 

‘quence t juired t xpertise of ( m ns tre Es i 
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THE LEAP OF FAITH 


rmost e acr s that ne he 


uta moment when he realizes that there is an energy in him that 


alm about leaping off a building into nothing and know- 


unt master Ben Cooke knew if they did it for 
only the film’s iconic moment, but film-mak- 


No one does that anymore,” he said to his director. Kurzel 


you cant do it on; 


suggested that the 


e Leap of Faith from 


rd be Le Le 


nme 


a 


falling’s not a problem,” Walters explains, “because you're changing your 
body position to try and alter how you'll land.’ 

On a standard jump, if you are falling too fast, you try to widen your 
surface area to slow yourself down. If you're not falling fast enough, you 
try to lessen your surface area, which speeds you up. It’s all a matter of 
aerodynamics, and, remarkably, a stuntman balances in the air 

“But the problem with the Leap of Faith is the shape he holds all the 
way down in the video game, Walters says. And every time you go 10 feet 
higher, it's a different fall time and it’s a different angle. You're doing a 


calculated guess, but they're still kind of guesses 


Indeed, for his rehearsal at 70 feet, just as Walters left the plat 


form, arms spread like wings, he heard someone on the ground yelling 


| thought they were yelling to me, Walters says. The previous day they 
Walters, a big fan of the game, had been planning his own Leap of canceled a jump as the wind had picked up. threatening to blow away the 
Faith fan video—from a church tower in his hometown of Derby in the landing bag, so he was more wary than usua It was fortunate. 5 
UK—when Cooke called and invited him to join the movie version of | looked down aw the bag was fine, but kne had t nole w : 
ssassin’s Creed So | tucked maybe halfway down. For half the fa wasn't king at the 
“It's the last part of the second regression, Walters says, pin- bag. | was just waiting, waiting, waiting for that big hit. Afte , 
pointing the fictional location to Seville where Aguilar will leap fr tk Please can everybody be quiet 
tower of the cathedral. They actually shot it against the beautiful light of He said it was like someone had taken a crick ‘ 
Almeria, using four cameras, including one ina helicopter and anott M el Fassbend / sk , 
a descender rig, which would follow him down the 
Walters built up gradually, executing leaps at reasing height T t } W 
tering the phy the fal W tartedat f t the foot foet fay P , 
Each height diffe jnificantly, with it hang-time”—t 
Walters had the air before hitting U t f } 


5 il] the glory of the Alhambra. However, despite all of 
\lhambra’s Court of Lions was strictly off limits to filming. So they re-created 

ins of Spain’s most tam us buildings trom the 2,500 pictures that Sol took of the historical site. 

the scale and my arm to show size to help Andy as best I could,” Sol 


ind the local vegetation. She found a map of Granada dating from 149] and 
copies for the visual effects department to provide eagle-views of the city. When she visited 
gt 4 ons, 
Malta, she was amazed at how accurate it was. 
Nicholson admits it was a costly set to build, but you can’t shortcut one of the most famous 


uildings in Europe. “We built the Court of Lions and a portion of the baths,” he explains, “which 
is adapted for the story.” There is a hidden compartment located in the wall where the Apple of 
Eden has been secreted, and they had to provide the grate that provides an escape route for Aguilar. 


Echoing Callum’s gradual mastery of the Animus, the third regression finds Aguilar and Maria 


taking control of their mission to protect the Apple of Eden. They throw the court of Torquemada BEI 


Into contusion through the use of smoke bombs. 


OPPOSITE TOP LEFT: Maria atta 
Fem 
courtyard roof 


he smoke bombs are essential,” Cooke says. “That’s the heart of what thev do as A ssassins. , 


soldier after leaping from the 


So I think that was a really smart choice. Justin really pushed for the smoke bombs sequence as 


well.” OPPOSITE TOP RIGHT: Kurz 
Maria's assassination pose 


1 


\fter the wide-open surroundings of the carriage chase and the rooft p vistas of Seville, things 


OPPOSITE BOTTOM: Ojeda prepares to 
become more contained and claustrophobic. Not that this made it any easier to manage. “It’s hard to throw Aquilar forward 
control smoke,” Cooke is aware he is stati ig the obvious. “It’s like herding cats. It does whatever it FOLLOWING PAGES: C 


wants to do, and the wind changes.” 
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The bombs, the size of a hand grenade, were designed by Wildgoose to actually work. Made 
out of glass, you smash them on 1 


the floor and out pours smoke. With the help of the practical effects 
l 


ey filled the room with 1 


department, th 1 a dense fog. Cooke had 


I 


iad to choreograph fighting where his 
stuntmen knew their steps without being able to see where they were in relation to the camera. 
“ | 1] ] ] ] 
One thing that Michael said early on is that |} 


nis that he wanted 


all his fighting to be really up close 
and personal,” Wildgoose says. “Some of the 


other Assassins have swords, and Benedicto has a big 
poleaxe, which is more for distance. But Michael al » an intimate sort of fighting.” 
“It’s a very effective way of killing. It’s very straightforward. Bar 


you re dead, that’ 
iterates Walters of Agi 


s it 
guilar’s throat-cutting techniques. “Obviot t 1 do that too much int 
film, it kind of bores, so you’ve got to jazz it up a little bit m ore 
This regression will also include the long d confr Aguila ( 
remplar brute ( Yieda, which Kurzel de whtrully describes as ¢ cene ot ? B 
vas, he says bout hehting ina really S g Of K 
railed by 7 yrquemada’s men, Agu xits through Sol’s tunne eneath the Alhambra to the 
walls. Given the lack of access to the actual Alhambra, the perfect proxy was found in one of t de 
forts in Malta, which possessed a labyrinth of corridors insid d 
crumbling fortress had bee iS pig I 


THE FINE DETAILS 


MPHASIS HAD BEEN ON SHOOTING on location and making the film as tangible as 
possible, perfecting the past required digital enhancement. This meant not only the removal of 
nodern intrusions like television cables and satellite dishes, and computer-generated cityscapes for 
wide shot, but fine tuning the filigree of history. 

Unusually, Nicholson stayed on the film into postproduction working with the visual effects 
team to, as he puts it, maintain the “consistency and authorship” of the film’s design. 

\ slight wrinkle in their quest for authenticity, Malta’s capital mostly dated from around seven- 
ty years after their chosen period. Valletta had been destroyed in the early 1500s by an earthquake 
and was slowly rebuilt from 1560 onwards. It was also a different part of Europe. 

Nicholson explains that, “Malta was a great base from which to begin. It gave you a scale of 


older buildings, which were fairly unmolested, but we had to come up with this way of overlaying 
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LOOKING AND SOUNDING THE PART 


Vl yught in to finesse the dialogue 
' 
5 pecaus 
dS] ictors 
| I re in scene 
S sh accent. Swain says, “I s really import 
i id 1 1 
i differ rid and IS game ery much l 
] | h, | 
i dic emin E ish, because it gave a choice to bot 
l 
lh of tl ictors in the Ing 1t10n seqt c 


1 Spanish, keeping the same intensity with eac] 
ping 


las some very big speeches to the crowd,” Swain says 
| bh] | refere i 
\ 1 i [I DiDiical references. 
l 
Me while, Fassbe ide ilso had t rac 
\ | | t 61) tir ™ t 
\ \ uid be taciturn, putting more importanc 


kens it to the a most 


eed was realism, 
was emphatic on this 
ike they come from 
] iene At aha 
nem 1ose track Of wnat was 
h 


1eavy emphasis on dialog such as The 


Fassbender and Marion Cotillard on 


> across the entire cast. 


teenth-century Spain,” Swain says, 
n Eng s not their first language. 


h the actors speaking 


in and Michael to honor that 


i ig be en different times. But we 

stin and » the studio.” 

id deliver their lines both in English 
Jay G \ plays Torquemada, 


Shakespearean in their scope 


} be tween the 


ist monks that 


comes from a shared belief system. “When we g 


well,” Swain says. 
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Experienced costume dé signer Sammy 


Vian and The Im 


me, couldn’t be mi 


a font of insight on her 


period research and you | 
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AGUILAR 


ONE OF THE LURES of Assassin’s Creed 


! for Fassbender was the challenge of filling the boots of two 
leading men, intimately connected via their DNA. They were distinct characters, different people, but 


the audience would need to sense the connection that stretches across a gulf of more than 500 years. 
The dual roles set a similar challenge in terms of costume design 


they would need to be 
distinct, but linked. Confined at Abstergo, Callum’s apparel falls somewhere between patient and 


prisoner. He has been striped down to the bare essentials, and Sheldon thought of a cool, Japanese 
influence, with a simple two-piece ina fine fabric. “You’ve got angular lines on them,” st 
out, “so they’re not straight up and down. He is living in a world of Templars. You 


le points 
bit of both lemplars and Assassins in there 


have to show a 


Once Callum has embraced his destiny, Sheldon gave him a coat and hood that deliberate 
echo the lines of Aguilar’s cloak. “It’s all asymmetrical,” she says. In other words, lil 
the order of the Templars. 


berated from 

When it came to Aguilar and the Assassins in fifteenth-cent 
=: 

ested in the Moorish inf 


Spain, Kurzel was ve ( 
luence and how to dr! Ipon a more tribal feel. One of the mem« [ 

, Tt nkask had basa the SO ee pre eererg hart ( ; { 
signatures of Macbeth had been the pagan mysticism mixed In W1 g Cc gra 
medieval Scotland. It was a thrilling slan st 
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“We weren't just doing fifteenth-century Spain,” Sheldon says. “We were doing our version of 


fitteenth-century Spain, influenced by all those beautiful roots of people coming up through Africa 
and across from Persia.” 
rhe Assassins should appear as if they come from somewhere else, but nowhere you could 
nstantly place. They are worldly and nomadic. A “huge spider’s web” of influences was, quite 
literally, sewn into their costumes. 

Sheldon would both adhere to history and elaborate upon it, with the Assassin’s Creed uni- 
rse always at the front of her thoughts. Logically, Sheldon started with the game and the bible 


ided by Caroline Sol in mind. She was delighted with what she found. The 


\ssassin aesthetic was always wing-shaped, very fowing and organic, especially compared to the 


That’s very easy symbolism to take on board.” Sheldon says. “And there’s no point in break- 


Id, because we are, after all, making a film based in that world.” No matter what era 
g with, all of the games held to that eagle-like movement within the look of their 
It embodied not only their physical freedom, but also the fact that they are outlaws, 


rhe game was simply a starting point from which they would explore a tapestry of possibilities 


“You can’t be too faithful to that.” 


Sheldon says. “ 


your director wants. You just have to gauge it so lt become Sits own lite.’ 


Again and again, the filmmakers returned 


will envelop the audience just as it does Callur 


prescribed. 


Nevertheless, there was no petting away 


of the Assassin’s Creed games. t 


unsheathed in a classic pose, his face enshrouded by silvery-grey cloth, into which the symbol of the 
Assassins has been sewn. 

“We probably did about twenty or thirty tests, trying to replicate the hood from all the things 
that people wanted,” says Sheldon. She was juggling not only the expectations of fans, but also of 
Ubisoft and New Regency, and especially what was needed for the actors. “When you watch the 
game, they can manipulate that piece of fabric any way they want and it flows in the right way. If he 
turns his head, it doesn’t wrinkle. And that isn’t going to work with fabric.” 

In this particular case, history wasn’t overly helpful. Hoods were worn in the fifteenth century, 
but they tended to taper to a point on top. The hood is one of the aspects that place Assassins slightly 
outside of time. “But it can’t be too flowing,” she explains, “because then it looks like Red Riding 
Hood.” 

And it needed to move in concert with the actor. If Fassbender turned his head, the cloth must 
turn with him. But it needed be rigid enough that when he darted about the hood stayed in place. 

As Kurzel explains, “We would do little tricks like put wire along the edge, or there would be a 
skull cap underneath that the hood would be attached to stop it floating up and down. There were a 
lot of different tricks to make it magically feel like it was sitting on his head.” 

At the end of this exhaustive, maddening process of trial and error, they arrived almost exact- 
ly where they had begun—the game. Clearly, the game’s designers had gone through their own 
agonies of R&D, and the movie hood has a period feel strongly blended with the game’s distinctive 
wing-shaped motif. 

Sheldon laughs, “You wouldn’t think that hoods would be that complicated, but my goodness 
they are.” 

Moreover, every Assassin in the film required their own distinctive hood that tied back into 
their costume and character. “I had someone embroider the crest on every single Assassin hood,” 
she explains. “It’s very subliminal. On Aguilar you can see it, but then it gets watered down for the 
others; some of them are just a line, but that symbol is there in all of them.” 

For the costume department, the entire universe of the Assassins orbited Aguilar. He was the 
focal point of the film. They needed to solve all their costume problems through him, and once solved 
they could adapt their ideas into the other characters. So, following intensive discussions with Kurzel 
and Fassbender, and with the script in hand, Sheldon first sat her team down and got them thinking 
about Aguilar as a character, and the intimate blend between who he is and what he wears. 

“We wanted his costume to have a very big Moorish influence,” she says. “We put a bit of 
American Indian into it. Justin was very interested in trying to create protection without using 
armor.” 

The design also had to be symbolic. Again Sheldon emphasised wing motifs in the way the 
beading arches across his chest like an eagle in flight. The beading itself represented bone and met- 
al—earth qualities. “He’s from the earth,” she says, explaining that there are about 6,000 beads 
in Aguilar’s costume, each one sewn in by hand. “He’s centered and honest about where he comes 
from.” 

Bone also had an influence on the dark gray color of his costume, to which they added flashes of 
red. Sheldon had noticed that the game-makers always included flashes of red, like blood. running 
through their digital Assassins. Look closely at the film version and there are tiny pieces of rubicund 
coral dotted over Aguilar’s halberd. 

The body of the costume is made from raw. woven silk, which has a beautiful texture on cam- 
era, but was maddeningly prone to distressing. They bound off the edges with hand-woven leather 


1an America Indian style. Everything had to appear weathered. Aguilar lived in these garbs, killed 


in them. They should fee] like a second skin: 7 t’s all lay ers and lave rs.” 


material, but of character. 


For instance, Kurzel wanted to give Aguilar and his fellow Assassins t 


and amulets that signified where they had been. It would be a personal 


costumes, which never needed explanation. Sheldon elaborates, “There’ 


off them like tiny little purses that might contain a seed or a piece of jewel 
There are different kinds of feathers around their belts that are ¢ é 


? ass ” 
for the park yur soles and strappings inside Aguilar’s authenticall 


For Tim Wildgoose, crafting the weaponry for each character 


act of what to take from the game, from history, from the ready sup] 
and what aS simply practical He is also in on | | 
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rhe process was much like crafting jewelery or holy relics, only they were instruments of death. 
He worked eagle iconography into Aguilar’s wrist-blades along with the Moorish pattern work. “Justin 
likes to have a lot of the bone and mother of pearl in the Moorish weapons that Aguilar and Maria have. 
Very fine mother of pearl pieces and fine sculpted bone detail. It’s a very Moorish sort of motif.” 

Something he loved about the game was how players get to pick their own weapons. It was an 
idea he would invest into the film. Each Assassin favors a unique piece, or as Wildgoose puts it, their 
“go-to thing.” For Aguilar, the up-close killer, the defining weapon is his pair of hidden blades, the 
most iconic of all the game’s catalog of weapons. 

“T always saw the wrist-blades as something that an Assassin made themselves, so each one is 
custom made.” Wildgoose likens it to how Jedi Knights ritually construct their own lightsabers in 
Star Wars. “Each is bespoke to that person. It ties into their costume, and the way they fight.” 

Where Aguilar has single blades on each wrist, ideal for slicing enemy throats, Maria’s wrist- 
blades are double pronged. “Which is for quick stabbing and then walking away,” says the armourer 
pragmatically. 

One of the things Wildgoose has so enjoyed about this assignment is his director’s determi- 
nation to do everything as practically as possible. While this didn’t mean actual assassinations, the 
armorer made sure all the weapons could work in the real world. “It was really tricky,” he admits in 
the case of the wrist-blades. “We based the mechanisms on flick knives and backwards engineered 
those to make a sort of fifteenth-century version of that.” 

rheoretically, a small string links the wrist guard to a ring round an Assassin’s finger. Extend 
the finger and the blade flies out. “And ours do exactly that,” Wildgoose says. 

The actual blades come ina variety of types: sharp, detailed versions for close-ups, blunt metal 
blades for mid-shots, and very soft rubber blades for fighting or grappling. When it comes to the 
“actual” slicing, they have cut down versions that will be extended with CGI. 

Wildgoose has a department of twenty sculptors, leather workers, metal workers, engineers, 
and painters. “Between us all, we just build the stuff,” he says matter-of-factly. He estimates they 
must have manufactured somewhere in the region of 3,000 weapons for the entire film. “With 
Michael we’ve got ten to fifteen wrist-blades. Then obviously you need to make a version for the 
stunt doubles.” Some of them had moving, clockwork parts, so you could see characters interact 
with them. The armorer’s brief for his team with anything mechanical was “make it look beautiful.” 

While there are no actual examples of spring-loaded wrist-blades from fifteenth-century 
Europe, Wildgoose rationalized that flintlock rifles and pistols were beginning to be used, and that 
Assassin's Creed stalwart Leonardo Da Vinci was certainly devising intricate mechanisms with tiny 
cogs and gears. So the wrist-blade is feasible. However, as they were soon to find, making a blade 
shoot out is the easiest thing in the world. Making it shoot back in again is really difficult. Weeks 
were spent figuring out a mechanism able to retract the blade. Wildgoose intently studied videos 
made by fans who have built their own Assassin’s Creed hidden blades. but they didn’t bring about 
satisfying results. Da Vinci—style, they had to figure it out their own. And if they don’t actually use 
it in the movie, it doesn’t matter. Wildgoose knows it works. 

Finally, he worked the Assassin’s Creed crest into Aguilar’s wrist-blades, as well as his throw- 
ing knives. For the record, he also has one set of smoke bombs hidden on his person. 

By the final sequence, with Callum initiated into the Creed, he has his own set of wrist-blades. 
The modern version comes with that same eagle, with the same dial. But it’s all modern materials: 
; 


carbon fiber and steel as opposed to the fifteenth-century leather and steel. 


For the film's final showdown, a fully initiated 
Callum and his fellow Assassins infiltrate a 
Templar gathering at the Freemason’s Hall in 
present-day London. The question was how do 
you sneak a deadly weapon past airport-tight 
security? The answer came from armourer Tim 
Wildgoose, who devised a modern version of an 
Assassin's wrist-blade that could be assem- 
bled from concealed parts. 

To create a fully operable prop ready to 
be slotted together on camera like a deadly 
3D puzzle, Wildgoose and his team reverse 
engineered a complete wrist-blade down 
into its constituent parts. “Breaking it down 
into pieces, he explains, “and working out 
how you could smuggle those pieces into the 
building.’ 

So the various parts of the hidden blade 
were hidden in pieces among the Assassins 
The face of a wristwatch hides the dial that 


retracts the blade. The long, thin spring pin wa 


concealed inside a pen. There's a piece inside a 
mobile phone case, a piece hidden ina shoe, one 
isguised as a belt buckle, one that is the per 

dant of a necklace, and the large back piece 

secreted inside the spine of a book it yreauly 

iwkward piece tot nd hide a ng ) 
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CALLUM’S SECRET BLADE 


itself very well to being in the spine of a book. 
And because we were on Freemason soil, and 
we ve got all these Templar priests and logos 
everywhere, we basically made a Templar Bible 
and this piece is in the spine.” 

All of the separate pieces, as Wildgoose 
puts it, reflect the Assassin aesthetic: “For 
instance, the watch has an Assassin logo and 
the hands make each formintoan A’ atthe end 

In the film, each of the team of modern 
Assassins sneaks into the Templar ceremony 
carrying a separate piece. As they waft past 


one another, the wrist-blade is inconspicu- 


ously passed on with the next piece of the puz- 


zle added. You see them putting all the pieces 


together, says Wildgoose. And that final fin- 
ished piece is handed to Callum 
By strapping it to his wrist, Callum demon 


s ready to answer his calling 


TILUN 


strates that he 


AS WI \S HELPING SHAPE HIS OWN CHARACTER, Fassbender’s role as producer meant he had an 


input into all the key choices on the film, including casting. There were big names in the mix to play 


» female Assassin as formidably agile and deadly as her ci ympanion. But through Fassbender’s 


dedication to finding the right chemistry, they would take another leap of faith with the relatively 


} 


king), Labed threw herself into the training 


h 


1 parents (she is Greek spea 
with the same fervor as her co-star, dedicating hours in the gym to becoming proficient in parkour 
nd using a crossbow or blade as if born to it (as Maria is). With her background in dancing, Labed 


. - ; ee : 
ept with her stunt Ss tricky choreographies. 


Creed; she doesn’t need to prove anything. I just thought that Ariane is such an interesting and 


1S sometnin Nat is mysterious about her as Well. 


\ll three principal Assassins work from the same basic costume. For example, each of their 


ed so that the skirts splay out beauti- 
lticultural variety of both the game and 


Spain. Maria displays North African Berber influences. and her hood is a blue-gray 


anotner sul 


1 made her costume slightly more challenging for Sheldon. “You're 
| that femininity, which is difficult.” Maria’s chest 


th layers of water beads and tiger-eyes SO that it resem- 


brle injection of the pagan. 


r a bone crossbow as well as a parrying shield. “It’s like a glove with a 


off the end of it. When someone comes at you with a sword, you 


. 1 3 : 1% 
the blades and then CWist 1f to snap the blade. 


Played by veteran Spanish actor 


THE TEMPLARS 


MARION COTILLARD’S SOFIA might be linked by blood to the Templar order, but her affiliation 
remains elusive, which presented Sheldon with a challenge. “You don’t know where she lies as you 
go through. The first time Callum sees her, we wanted her to have a clinical look.” Sofia wears a top 
with a square neck, beautifully designed but with a Templar shape within it. “It also looks a little bit 
like a clinical tunic,” Sheldon notes. “Later on she’s got this little dress as a nod to her being more 
feminine—a slightly Audrey Hepburn—esque look.” 

Yet everything she wears is gray, black, and white. Sheldon doesn’t want us to notice what she 
wears, because she is all about her work. “It’s not like she doesn’t care,” she adds. “Her choices are 
beautiful but always functional. She is quite ambiguous.” 

While more evidently a villain, Alan Rikkin is also something of an enigma. He believes that 


humanity cannot live alone and that the elite need to gun the world. Notas a dictat« rship, but as wise 


people. He’s an elitist, and he thinks the elite should run the world. 

The head of Abstergo is played by British master Jeremy Irons, an actor who brings with him 
a fine history of movie villainy, including an Oscar-winning Count Von Bulow from Reversal of 
Fortune, The Lion King, and, in keeping with the game, Rodrigo Borgia from the television series 
The Borgias. 


“T could see Jeremy and Marion together, as father and daughter,” Kurzel says. “Rikkin has 


some very strong, ideological speeches made throughout the film and I thought that he would bring 
a clarity and authority to those speeches.” 
For Sheldon, it was important to bear in mind Rikkin was a gentleman. “He wears really 

OPPOSITE: Marion Cotillard on tt : 
Alan Rikkin’s office expensive clothes. But you want him to feel as if he’s making a choice to look more comfortable than 
ABOVE: Sofia’s white top and square i he should because he’s trying to manipulate the situation.” 
mimic the clean, clir yLappearal ; ° 9 . : ] 
a Likkin’s dress fluctuates with his agenda: We see him ina suit, in a sweater and necktie, and in 
BELOW: From the robes of a Templar Japanese-inspired clothing—all depending on the situation. “It’s quite tricky to map those choices, 
Grandmaster to the suit that he wear Sheldon says. “It’s quite psychological, everything that’s going on. And you also don’t want it to be 
his interview in London, Alan Rikkir , : 
Jark colors and uncomplicated desigr distracting. He was tricky; you don’t want him to appear as if he’s overdressed.” 
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Chief of the Templar forces in the hotbed of the Inquisition is Hovik Keuchkerian’s formidable 
Ojeda. A match for Aguilar, he needed to exude strength and drama. There is something almost 
gothic about him. 

“We wove all his leather, because I wanted to have a slight Samurai feeling to him,” Sheldon 
says, noting that she also had to allow for the number of stunts involved. Everything plays on a 
square with Ojeda, the right angles reflecting the Templar visual style. It is only his collars and belt, 
carved with a Spanish influence, which reveal a flourish. 

“IT always thought his weapons were going to be grotesque,” Wildgoose says. “I mean, he’s 
basically a brute, so he has this mace on the end of a chain: a really, horribly spiky thing.” They 
actually made a real one, but it was too heavy even for the stuntmen. 

Of particular interest, however, is his sword. With a fine touch of historical nuance, the pom- 
mel features a carved ivory head of the first Grand Master of the Knights Templar, Hugues de 
Payens. It’s not something that is 
referenced in the script, just anoth- 
er sublime detail provided by the 
creative departments. 

“We found a painting of him 
and did a 3D sculpture from that,” 
Wildgoose explains. “The idea 
was with him being the most loyal 
Templar, he would have Hugues de 
Payens on his sword.” 

( orrespondingly, there were 
also many paintings of Torquemada 
to refer to, Sheldon confirms. “He 
was a monk. And you can’t really 
step away from that. It’s better to 
be honest about those things, I 
think. We gave him a bit of 
jewelery that would signify that he 


Wa heightened, and he had 
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the difference between the “\ of the Assassin and the square of the Templar throughout all of his 
W eapons. I he Templar W as to be hard, Straignt-edgeda, hNhesays. .lorotcastellation in ne desig 
The contemporary remplar weapons all bear the same design elements as the fifteenth-centur\ 
weapons but made with modern materials. This is anoth | Id the 
Saal | . Pe ee ee: Pgs oe Wh Series reN laces 
on the present: Rather than automatic weapons the guards of A rt itilize Classica 


and blades. 
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DISCOVERING CHRISTOPHER COLUMBUS 


) FEATURE OF THE GAME is the opportunity for players to interact with significant fig- 


m history. Not simply famous figures, but leaders, revolutionaries, and artists, those few who 


ires from hi 


can lay claim, for good or ill, to having changed mankind. Some prove to be Assassins, while others 
ire Templars. The aforementioned Leonardo da Vinci, Charles Darwin, George Washington, Karl 


Marx, even Queen Victoria and Napoleon Bonaparte, have all crossed paths with Assassin’s Creed. 


So it made total sense that the filmmakers introduce their own heavyweight cameos. 


Given their story was partly set in the Spain of 1491, this gave them Torquemada and the 


Spanish royals. But it also offered the chance to come face to face with ¢ hristopher Columbus. 


‘There are certain sort of figures that fit the opposing ideologies,” Kurzel says. “You can 
1e Templars, and it was much easier to associate Columbus with 


associat Tore uemada witl the 
| 


who found the New World had the personality traits you would associate 


that as Aguilar battled to save the Apple of Eden, Columbus would 
isily preparing for his fateful voyage to find an alternative route to the Indies. and accidentallv 


liscover the New World in the process. So Nicholson thought their version of the intrepid explorer 


1 Spanish shipyard, shot in an alternative Maltese fort that would be enhanced 


t tor their shipyard and is clearly pleased with the outcome—a 


“Ships were launched on the spring tide, so the shipyards tended to be built 


tuaries,” xplains. “I really liked the idea of having this muddy place where there are 
s ped for other boats, all these skeletal forms. And the water 
\ \ PI Columbus tor safekeeping, a scene shot in a small 


yes, you can spot the Assassin’s Creed crest 
gression—indeed, the final moments in the 
\ pt o Rik d Sc 


INSIDE THE APPLE 


ONE OF A SERIES OF PIECES OF EDEN, the Apple is a powerful item that will allow the Templars to 
achieve their ends. This, of course, is an oversimplification of its function in a universe as dazzlingly 
arcane as Assassin's Creed, and a director determined that every constituent part of his film has a 
truth to it no matter how far-fetched. The Apple is not only the object of the Templars’ quest, it is 
fundamental to the film’s themes of DNA mem wry and the root cause of violence. 

While the Apple is the goal of the remplars, it isn’t the main point of the story. rhe artifact is 
something that needs to be protected, but isn’t the heart of the movie. Through the search for the 
artifact, they tell the human story of Callum. 

Still, the Apple warranted an extraordinary amount of conceptual thinking. According to the 
game, the Pieces of Eden were once used by the First Civilization to control mankind, and the 
Apple is the very same forbidden fruit discovered byAdam and Eve (the very first Assassins). Other 
Pieces include the Shroud that gave Christ his powers, a sword used by King Arthur, and Crystal 
Skulls scattered through Central and South America. Such mythology, of course, falls outside of the 
immediate concerns of the film, where the Apple is closer to a scientific instrument. 

If the Templars find this artifact, they can then use it as a kind of DNA road map to locate free 
will within humans and then supress it. 

As Kurzel says, “Templars throughout history have tried to control humankind through 


religion, through polit cs, through capitalism, and now they’ve found a way to control humanity 


through science.” 


Marion Cotillard likes to assign a more symbolic purpose to the sought-after item. “It is the 
symbol of separation. It is the symbol of revolution. And, I would add, it is also the symbol of 
free will.” 

Whatever its purpose, it lies secreted be neath many layers of protection. Let us work our way 


to the center. 
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Within the box, the Apple is still contained within a small leather pouch, 
for which Jones added an extra bead to the pull-string and engraved it with 
the Assassin’s crest. “It’s that little extra something you like to give toa 
director,” she says. “You can show him on the day and he’s really excited 


about it. I think our job is to sort of provide what he wants plus a bit more.” 


THE APPLE 
When we finally glimpse the Apple, what we see is the stone protective casing. As Nicholson 
observes, it should feel very old, very protected, and very established. 

“Justin wanted something more rooted, something a bit more gruesome,” Azaizia says. “Maybe 
the Apple’s been broken and something inside could be like nanotech and moving and evol\ ing.” 

Like the Animus, the Apple has gone through its own design evolution. Jones can clearly 
remember their first show-and-tell with the director. They were about three weeks from shooting, 
and initially Jones and her team had given the Apple the texture of carved volcanic rock.. “It’s diffi- 
cult, I think, for a director,” Jones says, “because there’s so many things that they have to consider. 
We sort of put him on the spot a bit. And he really needed to think about it.” 

According to Jones, Kurzel came back with a “lovely idea” of how the Apple would be almost 
like amber so that you could hold it up to the light. It glows and pulses from deep within. She admits 
there was a lot of back and forth, with Kurzel already in Malta and Jones sending out samples. “We 
tried all sorts of different methods. Eventually we solved it and used a dark. ambery resin with 
screwed up bits of chocolate paper inside to give it sort of glow.” 

Noticeably, the outer skin of the Apple has been inscribed with sw irling, intersecting lines that 
suggest star charts or runes, alluding to the properties that lie at its center. 

lhe secrets within the Apple, what is pulsing at its core, fell to \ irginie Bourdin to fathom. “I 
took a lot of care with Andy to have a logic within the machine inside the Apple,” she says. “So it 
makes sense. And we can create a story out of it.” 

\s Nicholson reports, “When you get to the final scene, and Rikkin breaks it open to reveal the 
bject within, it has a mechanical, molecular movement, which will then start to project the 
map of DNA. This guide to the genetic code, which isolates different facets.” 

rhe film concludes in the actual Freemason’s Hall in London’s Covent Garden. which has been 


Masonic meeting place since 5. The Masons have long associations with the Templars, but 


eaten a ] . eb es lave } wn Ln ther ad | ‘ = ™ = 
Frank Marshall says they loved having them there. The current art-deco temple was constructed 


1927 and 1933, and within its halls the drama will reach its tumultuous conclusion. Rikkin 
5 he Templar elders that he finally has the Apple, but the Assassins interrupt his moment of 
B ete } cracks opent € \pple 
Ww Nicholson suggests tl er Ww igs of the device are better left “ ypaque,” Bourdin 
gone some way to concey tualizing a living system within the artifact. The core of the Apple, 
xplains, is encased in the rare metal Gallium. Gallium cannot be found in nature. It has to be 
ive an orange glow, but Bourdin says, You can get too literal.” One is APP ns 
t Gallium is that it melts at : relatively low temperature (85.6 °F), which is far —— 
C mar ly temperature 8.6 °F). When a human opens the outer casing, the a 


Activated, it works in reverse to the Animus, which takes organic matter and turns it into 
digital data. As it melts, the Apple turns digital data into organic matter—it literally creates life. 

The Apple then displays an intricate holographic projection. Given that it was a literal map 
of life, Bourdin decided the images projected from the Apple should be a vision of living DNA 
interacting with proteins. 

“What you are going to see is a map of all the connections that are responsible for proteins cre- 
ating certain behaviors,” she says. Stylistically, the visual effect is a mix of ancient Polynesian star 
charts with the structure of a protein molecule. “If you unroll a strand of DNA,” Bourdin explains, 


“and just show one part of it, that is what is inside the Apple.” 


The whole design and functionality of the Apple is something that Bourdin worked on into 
postproduction, refining the look and otherworldly nature of the item. It is the film’s key link to the 
game’s mythology, a minute taste of what the FirstCivilization might be, and what they might be 
capable of doing. 

Much of this work has been about creating a platform for what might be depicted in future 


\ ssassin’s Creed films. While in this first film, it is has a clear function involving DNA, the Apple 


could be used as SC ymething far more destructive. 


THE FUTURE OF THE PAST 
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Templars is far from done. 
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all, the whole of history is open to them. 
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SEARCHING FOR MEANING 
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PHI LE to Columbus, someth 


ing significant occurs. Viewed through 


Animus, blending Callum into the image, it is as if Aguilar is handing over the artifact to his 
descendant. Aguilar says, “Take it and hide it” to Columbus, but actually he is saying it to Callum. 
. 6 1] ] 
[t isin this moment Callum realizes his destiny. 
4 | | ] 
When UMP set out on their journey to bring Assassin’s Creed to the screen, they were deter- 
ied to break the spell of video game adaptations and ke something unique. They wanted their 
: ; 
m to mean something. In tact, it means many th OS 
“For me,” Nicholson says, “part of the flaw we have as a race is that we don’t live very long. 
Whatever happened last year no one cares about an re. It ver lived to be 200 or 300 years 
d and remembered everything, the world would be a y different place at is part of what 
f } | har } | } | : 
regression is for a character. I like that part of it. ackno he past, acknowledging what 
no's were that 
I would say that it was about the gin of \ 1 Cotillard says. “Sofia is searching for 
cure violence, but what she should be looking for is reconciliation between human beings.” 
From the very first conversation Kurzel and Fassbender had about Assassin’s Creed, this 
ne adant yn heen , | tf re ee . } : Rae 
C )o e ada] ( iS Deen the Catalyst for some profound ig On the direc- 
me the n is abc le idea that what has come before us in our history tells us everything 
boot oaneane? th eae reat Pare Sesn ease oe dh apse 
e and ire going to be,” he says. nat our fate is not wrapped up in our death. 
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Film/Television 


IAN NATHAN is the author of several books in the film 


genre, including Alien Vault: The Definitive Story of the 
Making of the Film and Masters of Cinema: Ethan and 


Joel Coen. He currently serves as executive editor of 


Empire magazine. 


sERARD GUILLEMOT joined Ubisoft Motion Pictures 
as CEO in 2016 to lead the development of Ubisoft IPs 
into new areas of entertainment, inc luding film, 
television, and theme parks. He also sits on Ubisoft's 

| 


board of directors as executive vice president of 


publishing and marketing. 
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